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AFTERLIVES

∞ 00 ∞
Prologue

I

was born twenty-seven years ago, though I often think I look twice that
old. I’ve seen my reflection in mirrors or in a pool of still water. I know my
face is drawn and I have dark circles around my eyes. Worry lines and
scars mar my plain features. I don’t sleep well. Few nights pass where I
sleep the whole night through without waking in pain
My life has not been kind to me, but that is to be expected when you
are what I am.
You may have heard of the legends that speak of ferrymen that carry
the dead over to the afterlife. That legend was based loosely on what I
am. It takes the entire deal a bit too far and there’s a moderate amount of
poetic license, but essentially, the legend is about my kind and me.
I don’t have a boat though or a black robe to wear. I walk among the
masses unnoticed as anything but a regular man. What I mean is, that
my nature is not evident from my appearance. If anything, I look too
normal and maybe a bit downtrodden. More than once I’ve been
mistaken for a beggar when I was going about my work, simply because
I was so stooped over or distracted by a soul.
Yes, I said soul.
You see, souls call out to me, and I go to them. When I find them, they
enter my body and they commune with me. I learn their wishes then, and
I try to explain to them that they should not be on this world anymore.
Most do not listen. That’s when the hard part of my job starts.
You see, when you die, your soul goes up into the sky and is trapped in
the distant clouds where the air is thin. They hang there, just between
the region of thin air and no air at all that exists beyond this world, until
they are ready to return. Some are never ready to return.
You’d be surprised how long it takes people to realize that they are
dead, and that they can return if they want to. So many of the dead get
stuck in the mindset of their past life. If they’d only let it go, they would
see that they could float back down and join with a newborn. That’s how
it works, if you didn’t know.
When a child is created in the womb of a mother, it’s a soulless shell.
It’s waiting for one of the limited number of souls in existence to come
down and inhabit it. And, provided that the baby is not stillborn, it will live
a normal life. Some people have glimpses of their previous lives in the
form of what we refer to as déjà vu, but most of us never really realize
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that we’re not a new being. They don’t know that we’re just old souls
wearing new outfits.
I could talk forever about the number of people who are messed up in
the head from cross-life memory contamination, but I won’t. Suffice it to
say, when you are living one life, you don’t need the memories of
another life or another dozen lives crowding into one head. It makes for
bad folk. Believe me.
So here we are, with this nice, safe, harmless layer of air filled with
souls far up above our heads. The problem is - this is where I come in that some stubborn people refuse to give up their lives. It could be some
poor sot that feels he never got what he deserved out of life, so he
refuses to leave that cold grave, or something to that effect. He blames
some man, who cheated him out of money a decade or more ago, for all
his troubles in life. This soul will not rest and go into the skies until I
convince it otherwise, or avenge it.
Needless to say, this is a dangerous job. I can’t go around avenging
every woman who was raped and murdered, man who was betrayed, or
child that was kidnapped and killed. There are just too many.
Right now you’re probably thinking that I could just let them lay there in
the cold, dead, bodies, and eventually they’d make their way up to the
skies of afterlife. You’re wrong. Dead people have a horrible concept of
time. A man could have been dead for a century, and still they want
revenge on the woman that cheated on them and drove them to take
their own lives. This sort of thing really puts a damper on my already
somber days.
What I do then, is take the souls into me and convince them to let me
carry them. Then, I gather more souls, until I find a particularly strong
one. While the living may not be altruistic, the dead certainly are. Many
souls give up their petty desires to throw in their lot with someone they
feel was wronged in a particularly horrible fashion.
For instance, say I’m carrying a dozen souls in me, which is no small
task in itself, and I pick up a thirteenth, who was recently brutally
murdered protecting their children. The dozen souls inside me may feel
strong enough sympathy for this thirteenth soul that they give up their
own wishes for vengeance just to kill the murderer who killed this new
soul’s former body.
This works out well for me, because when I avenge this latest soul’s
problem, all thirteen go to the afterlife in the skies. Then all of them have
as long as this world lasts to come to terms with their death, get reborn,
and start the cycle over.
Unfortunately, I can’t always please these souls, and after they leave
their dead and decayed physical bodies to join with me, the time they
have left on this world is limited. A soul can inhabit their own dead body
nearly forever, but their time in mine is limited. How long they have
depends on the strength of their will – it’s a different amount of time for
each soul. When they finally lose their strength to cling to my corporeal
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form, it comes with a price. They realize their dreams and wishes will go
unfulfilled and they take it out on me.
Needless to say, my body is not pretty.
In the last few moments they have in my body, they are the strongest,
and they use that power of rage to tear at me and wound me for not
accomplishing their goals. Most of my wounds have healed, but I bear
the scars that come with my station. Some things never heal right
though.
Now you’re thinking that there must be somewhere I can go to escape
my fate. You’re right, but only to a small degree. I can’t go to religious
shrines or places of peace; they don’t work for me, because many
people go to them in times of illness and when death nears. That means
that there are a lot of souls in places of worship. It’s even worse if the
religion or cult has been persecuted at some time, because souls are
gathered in festering knots in places where many people were
slaughtered for their beliefs.
Battlefields are nearly as bad, but people mostly die for coins or country
in battle. When you die for a religion, you’re often filled with the spirit of
martyrdom and your will to live is that much stronger. Personally, I steer
clear of religious places – they hurt me too much. I don’t much care for
being a crusader for whatever gods the deceased happen to believe in.
But as for places of safety, they are few and far between. They’re
places my people have spirit- cleansed for one such as I. My people are
nearly gone though, so these sites are maintained less and less. I can,
however, find one now and then if I search for them. There are certain
signs that mark them. Very few would know what to look for, let alone
recognize them.
I can’t even go to the distant wilds, because there’s always someone
exploring, looking for good trapping ground or mineral deposits, or
running away from something. I could be in the most remote valley, and
if someone comes by and dies accidentally, I’ll feel their soul. It’ll be my
job and calling to set their spirit free if it remains trapped within their
body. In this case, it may involve me taking this poor bastard’s soul back
to where he came from to kill whatever he’s running from.
Now I’m not one to really discuss ethics or whatnot, but sometimes it
just happens that the people who die and are trapped in this world
deserve to be dead. Maybe this woman ran her business poorly and she
blames the world or her competitors for her failures. I certainly don’t want
to kill or avenge those who don’t deserve avenging, but if I don’t I pay the
price. Sometimes I know I’ve done wrong just to protect myself. Other
times I can diffuse the wishes of the souls within me over time and add
them to the wishes of another more noble soul’s pursuits. A few times I
just had to take the punishment from a soul I didn’t want to help.
Life is never easy.
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∞ 01 ∞
The Grünwolde
I was in one of the safe places my people still maintained – one of the
places where the dead can’t seek me out usually. I try not to use them
too much, because I don’t feel right about it. It’s a weakness to need a
break from your reason for living, even if your reason for living is sending
trapped souls on to the afterlife.
My people know this particular safe zone as the Grünwolde. It means
fields of green. It’s a joke though, because everything here is grey and
brown other than an occasional patch of scrub grass or shrub. That’s fine
by me, because if the place was as inviting as the name suggests,
there’d be people living here, and then I’d have no place to go when the
pressures of my existence require me to take a hiatus.
This zone was on the edge of a windswept fjord. Maybe the rough
weather was why nothing of serious size grew here. More likely it was
the spirit cleansing the local shamans had done. I figured it was the latter
instead of the former when I looked out from the bluff that overhung the
crashing sea below. The other fjords, some distant and some near, were
covered in green mosses and a lush cover of plants whose tenacious
roots clung to them even during the worst of storms. This fjord was
different than those, and for no discernable reason other than the nature
of the place.
It’s ironic that a savior of the dead has to vacation in such a dead place,
isn’t it?
When you live with death everyday, standing on the edge of a three
hundred foot fall doesn’t bother you. I stood there for an hour, tempting
the winds to catch me and blow me off into the sea. I had no such luck
today, and even if I had, I’d probably just be reborn into the next ‘soul
ferryman.’
After a time, the caretaker of the Grünwolde, a quiet old man with a
gentle demeanor, brought me a mug of mulled wine. I took it graciously,
bowing my head to him in thanks before I took a sip. The spiced warmth
of the wine exploded into my mouth; it invigorated me, relieving a
measure of the constant weariness that was always with me. I smiled at
the caretaker, who grinned back at me before he shuffled back toward
the entrance to the system of tunnels that had been carved into the great
rock I stood on. When he was gone, I turned my attention to the mug I
had my hands around. The warmth spread into my palms, making them
sweat.
Eventually, the drink was gone and I was getting ready to go back
inside, when a gust of wind tore at my windburnt face, carrying with it a
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foul scent. With a sigh, I sat down with my legs dangling over the edge.
The foul scent was one of souls in need and I needed to know where it
was that I could smell it out in this desolate place.
I cast my spirit senses out on the winds like a fisherman’s net. I call
them spirit senses because there is no better way that I know to describe
the way I expand my awareness and let the winds carry my being to
where I feel a disturbance. I am not there physically, but this projection of
my self can see how pressing the need is, as well as what I might face.
I went up until I reached a southward torrent of high-altitude air. It
carried me slightly east as I flew with it. Then I dove into a lower current
of air which swept along the shore and up into the hills beyond.
Gone from the heat exchange of the air and water, the currents of air
slowed until I was merely drifting in the air like a leaf blown in the wind.
Smoke rose on the horizon, coming from within a great stand of box
elder trees and other hardwoods. Taint permeated the smoke, so I went
in.
I swam past the twisted grey trunks of trees stunted by fires and
lightning strikes sometime in their lives. The ground was damp and
covered with creepers whose leaves shook as I passed. Deeper in, the
heavy branch cover obscured most of what little sun wasn’t blocked by
clouds.
The air grew thicker as the elevation dropped into a swampy crevice
that was abuzz with mosquitoes. It was on the shore of where the swamp
deepened and became something of a small lake that the smoke rose. A
cabin was on fire - smoldering and almost entirely burnt out already - and
a crowd of men with long braids and tangles of dark hair were gathered
around something on the ground.
A few of them looked up as if they heard something when my presence
descended on the crowd to see what they surrounded. A child with eyes
terror-widened stared at the faces around him. Blood ran out his mouth
and he made throaty cries of pain that told me he had no tongue
anymore. The pink sliver of tongue meat was held aloft in the hand of a
man with a twisted knob of a nose. His companions cheered and
laughed.
To my surprise, the boy’s cries of pain ceased when he saw me. He
SAW me. I wasn’t even there, yet he could see my presence in the
winds. I felt his eyes on me. Surprise at being seen quickly turned to
fascination and the need to help this boy.
I might not have been there in person, but I wasn’t entirely powerless.
I drifted to where the smoke rose thickly from the cabin and wrapped
my presence in the ash and smoke that rose. Cinders and sparks
gathered to form a cruel outline of a face and burning eyes. I howled, or
rather, the wind obeyed me and howled.
You see, the wind is what carries a soul, so it and I have a good
understanding and working relationship.
The dozen or so men surrounding the boy looked over at the noise and
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saw my silhouette of sparks and smoke. I can safely say that all of them
were terrified for at least a moment – even the knob-nosed man. My
smoke form took two steps out of the fire before it began to dissipate.
That was enough time for the boy to escape. As the men watched me in
fear, he made for the water.
My smoke form broke apart then with a menacing hiss of wind. The
knob-nosed man shook his fist at the faded apparition in a show of
superiority. No fewer than three among the dozen made signs to ward off
evil.
As they boy splashed among the water and swam into the swamp, the
men who had cut out his tongue noticed then that the boy had escaped.
They saw him in the water but none were willing to chase after him after
what they’d just seen. Some threw rocks at him, but they tired of that and
mounted the horses they’d tied up a short way from the cabin, trusting
the swamp to finish what they’d started.
Exhausted from the effort, I returned to my body, which lay near the
precipice where I had left it.
It took me a few minutes to re-acclimate to my physical form. When I
was comfortable enough to move again, I hurried back inside. I entered
the system of tunnels and caverns through a slit in the rock thirty yards
or so back from the edge. It wasn’t something easily noticed - you would
have to know it was there. Torches flickered on the wall here and there,
smelling of burning pitch. The acrid smoke gathered at the ceilings of the
tunnels and stung my eyes as I went to my room.
My room was a small chamber carved out of the rock at the end of one
of the branching tunnels. It had a few crude shelves and a straw pallet on
the floor. My heavy cloak hung over a spike I’d nailed into the wall and
my weapons lay carefully maintained in one of the corners.
I favored an axe and a spear, mostly because they were useful tools as
well as weapons. Traversing the mountains as I often do, it’s important to
have a walking stick, which the spear doubles as. It’s also handy for
spearing fish or small game. The axe is handy as a weapon of work and
a weapon of war. Everyone needs to build a fire from now and then and
the axe was good at making manageable pieces of wood to burn.
I was in the process of gathering the few possessions I owned when the
caretaker cleared his throat behind me. I turned to see him holding a
cloth-wrapped bundle.
“Food, for your trip.” He explained.
“How’d you know I was leaving?”
“I just knew. You were making a lot of noise too. You are normally very
quiet”
I grinned and graciously accepted what smelled like meat and fresh
bread. “Thank you.”
“I will leave you to your preparations. Come back whenever you feel the
need.”
“I will.” I promised.
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He bowed his head and pressed his palms to his temples – the
traditional pose of honor and servitude of my people. I touched the bald
pate of his head with an open palm.
“I will go with respect.”
He raised his head then, and replied the expected response: “And I will
serve ever long.”
When he left, I felt a tug at my heart. The man had spent most of his life
at Grünwolde, waiting to serve me or one of my kind. His dedication was
inspiring, and it fueled me as I left the caverns with my axe strapped
across my shoulders, my cloak billowing behind me in the wind, and my
spear in hand.
The wind seemed eager to help, practically pushing me down the slope
as I hurried to see if the boy had survived.
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∞ 02 ∞
Josiah
Eagerness aside, the distance between Grünwolde and the burned out
cabin took me four days to cover. I ate as I moved and didn’t sleep at all.
The weather shifted for the worse in the third afternoon, dousing me with
rain that dampened what was left of the caretaker’s food. At least it also
dampened the hard travel biscuits I carried with me, and I could drink
from the puddles I passed to conserve my water skins.
My calloused feet were blistered by the time the box elder trees finally
came into sight on the horizon. The rain still fell sporadically, preventing
me from ever getting completely dry despite my oiled cloak.
Thick grey roots poked up out of the dark earth between the box elders.
The creepers and undergrowth weren’t thick, but the burrs clung to my
clothing and tangled in the laces of my boots. Thorns tore at my clothes
but the cloak was heavy enough to protect most of my skin.
The tainted smell of souls was still ripe in the air when I finally reached
the cabin.
The souls of a man and a woman waited for me in the ash-strewn shell
of the cabin. Silvery-red with outrage and fear from their brutal murders,
they saw nothing until I stepped into the cabin. Their dead eyes turned to
me, bombarding me with questions.
“Why hadn’t someone helped them? What happened to their boy?
Where they really dead? What was happening?”
I couldn’t communicate with them verbally, so I conveyed calming
emotions, exuding them. I tried to calm and settle them so they could go
on to the afterlife in the sky, but they wouldn’t listen. Their deaths were
too fresh in their minds.
In time, I gave up and stepped over to them, embracing them and
taking them into my body. My body twitched and shook as they tried to
take over my body. Most souls do that, you know. They’re eager to have
a body again, and then they realize that they can’t have mine and settle
down to communicate their needs. Reality sinks in you see, and once
they’re in my body they realize what has happened to them for the first
time.
These two were no different than the rest. Neither were their desires,
which were mainly revenge and the need to know what happened to their
son. Predictably, the mother was more concerned about the son than
revenge, while the father just wanted the men who had killed them to be
as dead as he was.
The son was the easier of the two tasks, so I set about finding him,
which was still not an easy task. Bleeding profusely or not, a boy in a
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swamp can find a good place to hide if men are trying to torture and kill
him. So I worked my way around the edge of the water, trying to make it
deeper into the swamp in the direction he remembered the boy going
when he had fled.
I was knee-deep in muck and soaked to the waist before I found him.
The boy was sleeping fitfully in a tree. He had covered his sleeping spot
with branches a couple days ago, but they were pulled into an unnatural
angle and some were wilted from being torn off nearby trees for
additional cover.
“Boy.” I called up the tree.
Nothing. I repeated myself and this time there was a stirring in the nest
the boy had built.
“I’ve come to help you.”
I saw a pale face and a pair of wide eyes peek tentatively between the
branches. I pulled back my hood and I could see recognition in his eyes.
“I helped you. I was the one in the smoke on that day. I came as fast as
I could.”
“Hep?” The boy asked, unable to form some words with his mouth after
his tongue had been cut out.
“Yes. Help.” I told him.
I don’t know if it was something about his nature and mine that made
him trust me, or if it’s because he was a little boy that needed a savior.
Whatever it was, he came down quickly, threw himself at me in a hug,
and began sobbing.
I patted his head, which only came up to about my armpit – if that - and
I took an inventory of his wounds after he’d calmed enough. His feet
were scabbed and torn from climbing up and down trees without shoes.
The root of his tongue, just a stump of flesh in his mouth, was black with
the sort of clotted scabs that form in your mouth because there’s too
much moisture for it to dry, but it looked as if it would heal alright. He had
a number of bruises too, the worst of which I was sure was because of
cracked or broken ribs.
Had I not had two souls in me, I’d not have had the energy to carry the
boy out of the swamp and into the drier part of the woods, where I sat
him down to doctor his feet. My journey there had been exhausting, as
had the search for the boy.
I made him drink water as I cleaned the thorns out of his soles and
when I cleaned each cut. When I was done, I bound his feet in heavy
cloth I borrowed from the hem of my cloak. It would have to do until I
could find him proper footwear. Then I bound his ribs to keep them stiff to
heal.
His stomach rumbled when I finished this, but I was hesitant to give him
any food that might disturb the clot he had over his tongue. If that didn’t
heal right it could go septic and he might die or even bleed to death. I
crushed up a travel biscuit with the pommel of my axe and let it soak in a
tin cup until it was a runny mush.
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When he and I had both eaten, he regarded me carefully. I could tell he
wanted to talk, but he was probably worried I wouldn’t understand him.
“What do you want to know? Talk slow. I’ll probably understand you.” I
told him.
The boy frowned. “Nuh… numm?”
I thought for a moment. “Name?”
He nodded.
“I’m Gage. What’s yours?”
“Juh-sih-uh.”
“Josiah?”
He nodded again.
“See? I’m pretty good at this.” I said, smiling warmly to try to make him
more comfortable with me. “Did you really see me the other day when
the men were here?”
“Yuh.”
“I don’t understand. No one has ever seen me before, not when I’m
doing that.”
He shrugged and ran a hand through his matted blonde hair.
“Do you know what I do? What I am?”
“Muh an dah aww wif yuh.”
“Yes. I have your mother and father. They miss you. They wanted me to
help you.”
“Guh may muh go?” The boy asked nervously.
I sighed. “Make you go? I don’t know.”
“Uh hep yuh.”
I laughed, but then felt bad for doing so. “How will you help me? You’re
a boy. You should be playing and stuff.”
“Yuh kiww em?”
I frowned when he said this and he had to repeat himself two more
times before I realized what he was asking: will you kill them? He was
staring so intently at me that I couldn’t help but take this small child
seriously. He couldn’t be more than ten years old, and yet he already
understood more about me than most adults ever would. That he would
have to grow up so young, let alone this way, was saddening.
“Yes.” I answered finally.
“Uh hep.”
I just nodded in return. I’d like to say this was the beginning of a
wonderful partnership, but even one such as I has reservations about
teaching a child to help me kill people.
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∞ 03 ∞
The Trader
Killing a dozen men is not something I go about without planning, even
if I temporarily had the strength of two men and one woman. A small boy
isn’t much of an equalizer either. I’d have to rely on my wit and
experience for that. The boy was insistent on being of assistance though,
so he carried a bag of my supplies. He wanted to carry my axe for me,
but that weighed about a third of what he did.
If I was alone, I’d have ran across the hills as fast as I could to try to
catch up with Josiah’s parent’s murderers, but I wasn’t alone. The boy
couldn’t move nearly as long as I could or as fast, so I carried him a lot.
This of course tired me out faster, and I couldn’t travel as long, but I kept
pushing on doggedly. I wasn’t in a hurry to catch up to them until I had a
plan or some more help anyway.
Still, I only stepped if I lost the trail for a few minutes. Thankfully, a
dozen horses are easy to follow if you can pick up their trails after
crossroads where dozens of wagons and horses might have passed.
Roads are horrible places. Some people may tell you that they make
places easier to get to and bring people together, but for me they’re
homes to brigands and more death. The morning after I rescued Josiah, I
came upon another soul along the road.
Josiah was riding on my shoulders at the time and he started kicking at
my chest with his heel. I was about to say something not particularly nice
about him doing this, when I noticed him pointing ahead. It seems he had
been kicking me to get my attention.
An overturned wagon laid in the ditch just off the road. More trees and
undergrowth had nearly obscured the wagon with its splintered wheels
and torn yokes and harnesses, but it could not conceal the blue-grey of a
sad soul who sat on a rock beside the road.
“You can see her?” I asked incredulously.
Josiah nodded.
“Are you afraid?”
He shook his head and managed to say, “Nuhh.”
I set him down and knelt to be at his level when I spoke. “I’m going to
go talk to her then. Why don’t you stay back, okay?”
He wasn’t that happy about being left out, but he did it.
I approached the soul of the dead woman, a heavyset trader type. Her
body lay face down in the ditch beside a dead horse. Animals hadn’t yet
begun to pick at the bodies, so I figured them to be a day old if not
fresher. Bodies with trapped souls don’t decay as fast as those without
either.
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The soul looked up at me sadly, shaking her head. She was clearly
berating herself, and I got the feeling that she had trusted the wrong
people. Normally I’d have comforted her and sent her on to the afterlife,
but I needed all the help I could get and every little bit helps. I embraced
her and took her into my body. Unlike the other two, she was too sedate
to bother to try to take my body. That doesn’t mean it didn’t knock me
over when I absorbed her though.
Souls talk to each other a lot since they have little else to do, so it
wasn’t long before this new soul knew what the other two were about.
Where the trader’s soul had been sad before, she was outraged now.
She burned every bit as hot for revenge as Josiah’s parents did. The
trader would have been fine going to the afterlife in the sky before she
learned of the murders and the mistreatment of Josiah. Now she threw
her lot in with the others to help them gain their vengeance.
Josiah watched worriedly from a short distance away, finally breathing a
sigh of relief when I sat back up. I brushed myself off and went down into
the ditch to see if the brigands who’d killed and robbed the trader had left
anything useful.
Brigands generally want money, food, wine, and expensive things they
can sell. They don’t care about extra clothes and other things that I
needed. The trader woman wasn’t small though, so the extra shirt I took
from the ground for Josiah was going to have to be altered or he’d be
swimming in it. I also pulled a few bruised apples off the ground –
something else that had been overlooked.
It may bother you to know I also took the trader woman’s keys. She
wouldn’t be needing her home now, and my profession requires money
from time to time to just get by. I’m not like a tinker who can do odd jobs
to get by. I don’t get paid a penny for what I do.
Well, I guess I do get paid from time to time. More than once I’ve been
invited into a rich manor to rid it of spooks and apparitions, which are
mostly souls strong enough to influence the material world. Cases like
this are a rarity though. The souls I carry often let me know where I might
get a few hidden coins or valuables I can trade for food and clothing
when I need something I can’t provide for myself. You don’t get by in my
profession without learning to live off the land or pilfer a few vegetables
from an unsuspecting farmer now and then.
It wasn’t long before we were on the road again though and as Josiah
walked beside me he stared up in wonder. I finally stopped and turned to
him.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Ahm uhh liyk yuh?”
“I don’t know, kid. For your sake I hope not.”
“Wuhh?”
“Because this isn’t a curse I’d wish on anyone. You don’t want to be like
me.”
“Hmm.”
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“Yeah. It’s lonely and relentless. There is no end to how many people
need help, and you can’t escape it.”
“Uhh hep.”
I grinned and ruffled his hair. “Sure thing. Let’s keep moving though.
Maybe later I’ll teach you how to spear fish. I think there’s a river a few
miles down.”
He looked excited by the prospect and he kept up with me for a mile or
two before I had to put him on my shoulders again.
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∞ 04 ∞
Pursuit
The only time I really stopped, other than to rest at night, was outside a
small village. Towns are bad places for me too, especially if they have
places of worship and cemeteries. This particular town happened to have
both.
We’d been walking for nearly a week and the trail had gone cold two
days ago. We carried on anyway, because the one thing you can trust
about the nature of bandits is that they will try to sell their loot and then
celebrate for a few days afterward. For that you need more traders and
places to celebrate, which means a town. Seaports are even better if
they’re available.
This town was too far inland to be a seaport, although it was built on
both sides of a lazy river, which they’d bridged across half a dozen times.
The stink of farm animals and civilization hung in the air. Smoke from
cookfires and fireplaces hovered over the village of slate-roofed homes
and shops.
“We guh in uh.. huhn?” He struggled to ask, unable to make ‘t’ noises.
“Into the town? We have to. I have to see about finding them.”
The boy nodded, and then worriedly asked, “Zhayy eee meh?”
“Yeah. We’ll have to disguise you or hide you. It wouldn’t do to have
them recognize you. If they did well though, they’re probably all drunk
still.”
Josiah fingered the handle of the knife that I’d given him to sheathe at
his waist. I shook my head and set about disguising the boy.
I found some berries, which I crushed up and used to temporarily
darken his hair. Then I rubbed more dirt on his face than he already had
– kids are a dirty lot. The final touch was a new shirt I’d taken from the
trader’s wagon and worked on every night until it was more Josiah’s size.
I’m no tailor though, so the workmanship was only passable, but it
worked, especially after we tucked it in his breeches and stuffed with a
few leaves to make him look bigger. The end results had him looking like
a chubby little redheaded runt instead of a scrawny blonde kid.
Then we went into the town.
The stink of residual souls filled my nose almost as strongly as the
cloying odors of human and animal waste from the shallow ditches along
the graveled streets. This town was too small to have nice cobbled
streets.
Wagons passed us by, coming and going to the market with produce
and goods. I saw Josiah eye some fresh loaves of crusty bread cooling
on a table being guarded by a baker’s son, and my heart went out to the
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boy. He was still eating mush and other soft foods when I could find
them. I’d even been crushing fruits and vegetables into a pulp that he
could swallow without much chewing, but you’d be surprised how hard it
is to push food to the back of your throat without a tongue. He couldn’t
afford to have his tongue scab open up again, or he might bleed to
death.
The shops and the market were not where I needed to be looking
though. The rough type of guys that go around killing people aren’t going
to be in places like that except to steal. They’ll be in the cheap inns
where all sorts of gambling, prostitution, drinking, and fighting go on.
Those are where you find the seedy trash like we were looking for.
Usually you can find them on the opposite side of town from the places
of worship.
Like I’ve said before, towns mean souls, and we found some alright. I
skirted around the temple of course, but then we cut down a urinesoaked alley where cats dug through the randomly discarded junk from
the surrounding buildings. I saw feet poking out from under some of the
junk, and an angry soul paced back and forth in front of the body
tormenting the cats by pulling their tails.
I looked at Josiah, who stared warily at the soul, and I grinned. Josiah
might be frightened of this soul, but I was pleased. It had to be a strong
spirit if it could startle the cats in the alley and physically touch them.
“He’s a strong one. I can use him.”
“Duh wuh eed ooo?”
“Yes, we need to. We’ll find them first, and then I’ll use this soul.”
Josiah nodded and put on a brave face. Then we continued our search
for a dozen men, their horses, and one knob-nosed man.
It was past noon before we finally had some sign of them. In that time
we’d asked two-dozen or more people about the knob-faced man and a
large group of companions with him, but no one seemed to have noticed
such a group coming through. In that time I added a young cutpurse’s
soul to the three I was already carrying in me. He agreed to help the
others since he too was a boy and his fate could have befallen Josiah, so
he sympathized.
We took a lunch break shortly after that. I doled out a few of my limited
supply of coins to get Josiah some soup and a crust of bread that I made
him soak entirely with soup before I let him eat. I bought him a pair of
boots too. I figured that with any luck we’d recoup these expenditures by
the time I looted a dozen bandits’ bodies anyway.
We worked our way back and forth through progressively worse parts of
the village before we found a stable big enough to house that many
incoming horses. Josiah’s brown eyes fixed themselves on one horse in
the end stall before I even had a chance to ask the stablehands about
the knob-nosed man. Josiah tugged on my shirt and pointed at the
horse, looking up at me with his pleading eyes as he did so.
“That’s one of them, eh?”
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“Yuh.”
“That’s a fine animal, but it’s not for sale.” One of the stablehands said
glibly, approaching us. Then he eyed the pair of us like a banker sniffing
us out for coins. “We have some cheaper animals in the back that are for
sale, if you need a mount.”
I grunted and gave him my best ‘go away’ glare with my cold blue eyes.
It worked. We circled the stable, searching for the men. There were a
number of brothels and taverns around, and I figured that would work to
our benefit. They would more likely be split up if there were more places
to go, than if there was just one place to drink and celebrate and go
whoring.
I looked in through the shutters of four places before I saw a face I
recognized. No one would forget that twist of flesh the man called a
nose.
“Stay here, and stay out of sight. I’m going to get that other soul. We’re
going to need it.”
“Wuh ahh ooo?”
“If they move, just note the general direction. Do NOT follow them. Got
it?”
He nodded seriously and took up a guarded pose as he watched and
waited.
I grinned and hurried back to that urine-soaked alley with the cats and
the angry soul. I had to watch out for the town constables as I crossed a
few streets – many of them don’t trust strangers with weapons who are
skulking about back alleys.
As I laid on the ground helpless and fought to subdue the angry soul
from the alley, a drunken man who smelled like the alley stumbled over
and began fumbling through my pockets. Strings of curses ran through
my head as he took what few coins I had and shuffled off. By the time I
had control of my body back, and it took longer than usual this time
because this soul was so strong, the thief was long gone.
The new soul was angry. Very angry. It’d go along with anything just so
long as it got laid one more time and if he got to hurt things. What he
really meant was if I got laid with him paying attention and experiencing
everything by proxy. I could live with that, but it was his second desire
that seemed to fit along with our goals quite well. Hooray for angry
drunks who die in alleys, eh?
I wasn’t happy about smelling like piss when I left the damp, dark alley,
but you do what you have to. I had a feeling that smelling bad wasn’t
going to be the greatest of my worries after I went to tangle with Knobby
and his gang of murderers. Josiah was still crouching by the window
when I returned.
“Are they still there?”
“Nuh.”
I groaned. “Where’d they go?”
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He pointed across the street to a crowded tavern. It wasn’t a promising
location to wade through and smite the evil, I’ll tell you that much. I
wasn’t exactly pleased about having to slaughter people in the middle of
a town anyway, so I came up with a plan.
“We’re going to steal their horses around nightfall. Can you ride?”
He shrugged. When I gave him a stern look, he shook his head no.
“Fine. You’ll ride behind me.” I announced.
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∞ 05 ∞
Revenge
A stable-hand with a black eye and a split lip does wonders when he
runs to tell a bunch of scoundrels that two of their horses were just
stolen. I took the nicest one, figuring it was Knobby’s own horse since he
seemed to be the leader, and then I grabbed the second best one just to
add insult to injury.
We hid outside of town in the wooded hills and waited for them to arrive
to reclaim their horses and sew disaster on the people dumb enough to
steal their horses. You reap what you sew though, and I was ready to rid
the world of a few extra murderers. It’s nice how most souls’ demands
can be solved with a weapon in your hand, because I’m not much good
at a lot of the more subtle approaches.
Excitement was in the air, and had I not made him climb a tree and
hide, Josiah would have likely been down by my side making ready to
fight. A boy doesn’t do much good against grown men, so I had to
promise him that I’d make it painful for Knobby before he finally agreed
to sit this one out. It just wouldn’t do to avenge his parent’s deaths just to
fail them in their other wish and not take care of the boy.
I let him help me build the fire that would lead them to our fake camp,
and then lifted him up to the lowest branches of a pine. He hid among
the close branches twenty feet up and watched me as I sat beside the
fire with the horses tied to a tree near me.
My ally, the winds, carried sounds of their approach to me as a warning.
There were twelve of them. Two rode double. As they finally came into
sight, moving slow despite their outrage because they expected an
ambush, I stood and bared my spear’s metal blade. It was heavy, really
almost a glaive, but it killed just the same regardless of what you call it.
The five souls in me hummed in anticipation and my muscles felt like
rubber bands waiting to snap. My heart pounded furiously, and I could
feel my body working itself into a heightened state.
Still expecting a trap, they fanned out until they were displayed before
me in a wide arc. They dismounted then, drawing weapons and looking
around them. Shadows played off the trees in the dusk light.
“You made a big mistake taking from us.” Knobby called over, jagged,
broken teeth showing as he grinned.
I shook my head and twirled my spear in my hands. “No. You made a
mistake in killing those people back at the cabin nearly ten days gone
now.”
“That?” Knobby laughed. ”You went through all this for that? You’d have
thought in ten days you’d have found some help.”
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“I do have help.”
Some of them startled when I said this, because the winds rustled
through the trees at that moment. I smiled fiercely, and in the firelight my
silvery-blonde hair must have been reddish-orange like the embodied
colors of blood and rage. Knobby was unmoved by my words, even if his
companions seemed to back away imperceptibly.
“The wind and the trees aren’t going to help you. What’d you bring, the
boy? Is he hiding again so I don’t cut something else off?”
The men laughed, seeming to regain their confidence.
They stopped when I dug my spear into the fire and flung up a cloud of
sparks that conformed into the shape of a snarling beast before they
faded from sight. It’s harmless showmanship, I know, but it served to let
me slip into the trees and into the shadows. I could hear them shouting
and asking themselves where I was, but I was already among them then.
I started on the left side of the group.
The first man I saw lost his throat to a particularly well-placed swipe of
my spear blade. He fell to the ground clasping in vane at his ruined neck
while the man just past him came at me with a sword. He made the
unfortunate mistake of looking to the side when his horse spooked
though, so I ran him through the middle.
It’s not that these guys were particularly bad fighters, but I was in good
shape as is, and my physical attributes were supplemented by one
particularly strong soul, two that felt they were righteously being
avenged, and two others who also wanted to see these men dead.
I left my spear behind when I pinned a man to a wide cedar tree’s trunk
with it. I slipped my axe from between my shoulders and split the next
man I saw right down the middle. The crunch of bones filled the air as
blood sprayed on me from his severed aorta. I clenched my fists tighter
on the handle so it wouldn’t slip from my hands.
Three of them came on me at once then, and one got a lucky blindside
shot in on my right side, slicing me down to the ribs. I howled in a fury
that was not just my own, and took his head off. It was still sailing
through the air when I parried a thrust from a rat-faced man.
Knobby threw himself into the fray then, swinging two forearm-length
knives like a man possessed. His eyes glowed with an inner light that I
couldn’t understand. He was fast – too fast to be entirely human and yet
he certainly wasn’t what I am.
They were starting to surround me then, so I quickly whirled with the
axe blade out. I caught two of them with its edge, though not lethally.
When Knobby came at me again I simply leapt over one of my attackers
and Knobby cut him to pieces instead of me.
I’d been keeping track and I knew this meant six dead and two
wounded, who hadn’t yet fled. That meant five more and Knobby. I
buried a knife into a bearded man’s guts when he got too close after
stumbling on the uneven ground. He crumpled onto the ground and tried
to hold his guts from spilling out of the hole I’d left in him. Seven down.
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That’s when things got up close and dangerous. I found myself battling
four of them at once while Knobby tried to get in and hamstring me. I
gave ground, working my way back toward the fire. By the time I got
back to the fire, I had a matching cut across my other side and a deep
slash across my right forearm. I was tiring too.
I let the souls know this was all or nothing, and the cutpurse selflessly
went on to the afterlife after using what was left of his energy to shoot a
cloud of sparks from the fire up into the eyes of my enemies. I didn’t
waste the diversion. I cut another of them down with a pair of handy
strokes. Eight. That left three more men and Knobby.
I overextended myself hacking one of the remaining men in half at the
waist. His torso tumbled past me as I felt a sharp stab of pain in my left
side. Knobby had stung me just above the kidney. I was never one to
waste something given to me, so I pulled the knife out and used it to cut
another man’s throat. Ten.
Knobby shouted at the man still helping him. I couldn’t hear what he
said though, I was too busy concentrating and all I could hear was the
hammer of my heart in my ears. I think he wanted his last ally to distract
me, but this guy was a bit smarter than your run-of-the-mill thug. He
refused and tried to run away. Knobby killed his own man then, which
bothered me not at all. That just meant less dirty work for me.
That left me bleeding out my lifeblood from a few pretty nasty wounds
and Knobby yet unwounded. He’d retrieved his second knife at some
point too, which pissed me off. This guy was too good with two knives,
and he was inhumanly fast.
“You’re gonna die now, fool.” Knobby taunted.
I was about to reply something witty when he launched a furious attack.
He cut me above the eyebrow and the blood just ran right down into my
eye, stinging as I blinked it away.
“See? I’ll take you apart piece by piece.”
He damn well tried, and nearly succeeded. On his next offensive, he cut
my wrist and sliced shallowly across my left pectoral muscle. Axes just
won’t ever be as fast as knives and I’d already spent my knife. Even if I’d
gone for something else, he’d have killed me before I could get it out and
ready.
Then something unexpected happened.
Josiah’s parents’ souls left me. They weren’t ready, they’d just found
someone who could better fulfill their goals. I staggered with the loss, but
Knobby had seen what had happened. He turned to see Josiah sliding
down to the ground from his perch; he was charged with the souls of his
parents.
Faster than I’d have thought possible for anyone but me, Knobby was
over there swinging his knives at Josiah, who was fending them off with
just that single utility knife I’d given him. Now I wasn’t going to let
someone hack the boy to pieces when I’d worked hard to get him
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reasonably healthy and out of that swamp, so I threw myself at him and
got a knife through my shoulder for my efforts.
Josiah let out a tongueless bellow and managed to cut Knobby across
the back of the hand. When the tendons severed, the second knife slid
from his hands. Knobby was weaponless, so he slugged the boy in the
jaw, laying him out flat.
As he stooped to wring the neck of the little boy, I flung my axe into his
back. It shattered his spine and crushed his lungs. He collapsed to the
side of Josiah, who crawled away slowly. Knobby’s legs twitched, but he
couldn’t make them work. The spine was severed, and he was dying.
I pulled myself off the ground and stepped over to him, putting my
weight onto his crushed back with one of my heavy feet.
“I told you you’d made a mistake.”
He gurgled out some reply I couldn’t understand and died then.
I slumped to the ground beside the ruined fire, and looked around for
Josiah. He came over to me and knelt, tears running down his cheeks.
“Your parents. They are gone now?” I asked weakly.
He nodded and wiped his cheeks on the back of his hands.
“It’s over. For now. Until the next time anyway.”
“Yuh.”
I grinned back at him, feeling faint as the soul of the trader passed on to
the afterlife, leaving me with just the angry cat man, who still had another
desire for me to fulfill. I slumped to the ground a moment later.
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∞ 06 ∞
Companions
I

sat there and helped instruct him on how to care for my wounds. His
hands were nimble and sure as he cleaned my wounds and applied new
bandages.
“It’s not always going to be this easy.”
Josiah nodded. “Uhh hep.”
I nodded back and smiled tiredly. Then I moved to the cot to lay down
and I closed my eyes for a while. The dead would have to wait until I was
better if they wanted anything from us. And that angry cat man’s soul
within me would have to wait until I’d mended a bit before I could go
about the more pleasant half of his demands.
As I fell asleep, I thought about Josiah. It was nice to finally have a
travel companion, especially one who understood what it meant to be
me. I didn’t know why he could see the things he could, but if he really
was another like me, I’d have to teach him the tricks of the trade.
For now though, rest.
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∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
Josiah

and I had been laying low since I had killed his parents’
murderers, mostly so I could heal.
Despite the power the souls gave me, I took nearly as much time to
heal as any regular guy. I couldn’t even afford to pick up a few souls to
help push my recovery along, because I didn’t want to be too busy
recovering while I had to carry out their goals and fulfill their dying
wishes. That was not only bad planning, it was potentially lethal if I
couldn’t accomplish their goals in time and they punished me for it. In my
weakened state, I might not survive it.
As it happened, we were camped out in a gully half a week’s travel from
that town where I’d killed Knobby and his gang of miscreants. It had
been particularly dry these last couple weeks, but the ground around our
camp was still rather damp. I, who had learned to keep myself clean in
the twenty-seven years I’d been wandering this world, managed to stay
relatively clean despite the mud. I couldn’t say the same for Josiah,
whose shoes and breeches were constantly caked with the dark soil that
this area was ripe with.
Now a dark gully isn’t exactly the cleanest place to recuperate. In fact, it
was probably a great place to pick up illnesses and infections that would
make my recovery even lengthier. Thankfully, I know a lot about herbs
and the care of wounds, and only the worst wounds would go septic
under my care. I’m doubly careful about my own wounds, simply
because it’s my own body and there is intrinsic value in keeping yourself
healthy.
What I did not expect though, was that my ‘job’ would find me even in
that dark corner in the foothills of the Ansilde Mountains. Josiah and I
were both huddled around a campfire with a diameter less than the
length of my arm when the storm came up. We were waiting for the fire
to burn down to coals so we could bury some wild potatoes Josiah had
found under the coals. The boy was a great scavenger once I told him
what to look for and where to find them.
I scowled up at the slivers of dark skies that fought to be seen through
the wispy branches of the black junipers that ringed the gully we were
staying in. The forest was ripe with them, interspersed with larch and red
fir. I had expected a storm to be honest, because the denizens of the
forest had grown relatively quiet, and believe me when I say there was at
least one bird nest or squirrel home in every tree, because they chirped
and chattered at us covetously when we pilfered the nuts, berries, and
other food the forest offered.
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“S-tuh-mm?” Josiah mumbled, his ruined tongue healed but forever
unable to create certain noises.
I nodded. “A bad one too. I hope you don’t mind getting wet, because I
don’t think this kind of shelter will be enough.”
He frowned briefly but shrugged dismissively anyway to hide the
disdain he felt for getting wet. “Oh-kay.”
“I might make you stand out in the rain to wash off. You’re filthy.” I
teased.
He laughed and poked at the fire with the remnant of one of the many
wooden swords he’d fashioned out of any piece of relatively broad but
flat wood he’d found in the past week. The wooden swords were
carefully lined up along the length of one of the walls of our sleeping
area, making it seem more like an armory than a place to sleep. The
sleeping area was underneath the overhang of rock where there was a
hollowed-out area deeper in the granite, perhaps five paces deep all told.
“Have you got any more of those berries you found earlier?” I asked
Josiah, too hungry to wait for the fire to burn down enough to cook our
potatoes.
He shook his head and avoided looking at me. I suspected he was
trying to hide a smile.
“You ate them all?”
The covert smile came out in earnest now. He’d eaten them all, and the
purplish-red stains on his hand from their dark juice gave him away. I
sighed and poked at the fire with a stick of my own.
“Pig.” I muttered under my breath.
He just laughed again.
The rain came while we were waiting for our potatoes to finish baking.
Buried in the ground with hot coals all around them, they would come out
hot and soft enough to eat. Sometimes they’d even get so hot that their
dark skins would split and the juices would sizzle. More often than not,
Josiah ate his half raw, not content to wait for the full effect that cooking
had on them.
Tonight was no exception, so I had to content myself with the
knowledge that my own potato would taste much better than the one that
Josiah was currently gnawing on and likely burning his mouth while
doing so.
The rain picked up though and water soon began to run down into the
gully, which was the lowest spot in the area. In just a few minutes, the
thin soil above had drunk its fill, and rivulets of trickling water began
running down to flood the lower end of the gully. The rivulets became
miniature waterfalls and the water pooled up. For now at least, it was
away from our fire and us, though our sleeping area would soon be
compromised unless the rain let up.
The rain brought with it winds that shook the branches of the trees
above us, and a drop in the temperature. I’d been born on the coast, so
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this sort of thing didn’t bother me, but Josiah slept poorly on cold, damp
nights, tormented so badly by nightmares and dreams that he kept me
awake.
Josiah finished his potato rather quickly, inhaling his food, as growing
boys tend to do, so I made him grab our bedrolls and move them so they
wouldn’t get soaked. He wrapped them in my tattered cloak of oiled
leather for extra protection. He was busy saving his sword collection
while I finally dug out my own potato.
If I haven’t told you that fate is unkind to me, let me tell it to you now.
Here I am with a magnificent potato in my hand all ready to eat. I’d been
drooling just thinking about it for the last hour, and it was finally in my
hands. Granted, it was not cool enough to eat yet, but it would be in a
minute or two. Anyway, I’d drawn my belt knife and just split the thing in
half to hasten its cooling, when something dark fell right into the exposed
flesh of the potato. I blinked and stared at my potato and the thing that
wriggled between its golden halves.
It was a worm.
As many of you know full well, worms often come out after a rain. I
guess it has something to do with the ground filling with water. Whatever
the reason, it happens. For me though, it means something else.
I plucked the worm off of my potato and held it to my nose. I sniffed it,
ignoring the horrified looks from Josiah, who doubtless thought I was
going to eat it.
The thing smelled of the grave – of putrescine and cadaverine. Its dark
form was as long as one of my fingers, though reed thin. The segments
of the worm’s skin were rough like sandpaper between my fingers.
“Wuhh iff ih?”
“A worm. A Graverobber worm, and it means our vacation is over.” I
said soberly.
“Huh?”
“You don’t want to know, trust me.”
“Uhh hep?” He suggested.
I sighed and looked around the gully, where I could see more
Graverobber worms with every flash of lightning from the storm. I tossed
the worm aside and scraped out the soiled portions of my potato. I ate
what was left as the storm intensified, carrying the stink of bodies and
souls with it.
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∞ 01 ∞
The Trail of Worms
Much like the winds carry the scent of unhappy souls to me, the earth
has a way of setting things aright too. Graverobber worms are the usual
way it lets me know something is wrong, and when I say wrong, I mean
really wrong.
The winds are fickle and quick to change, but the earth is a slowmoving monolith. Often I will miss the earth’s signs of wrongness
because I move from place to place before it can concentrate its efforts
enough to signal me. Being that I was in Grünwolde for some time before
I avenged Josiah’s parent’s murders, it was safe to say that the earth
had been waiting a long time to contact me, because the earth cannot
bother me in spirit-cleansed areas.
Graverobber worms weren’t your normal earthworms. Like other
worms, they are agents of decomposition, but they are also part of the
renewal of life. Unlike maggots and other organisms that feed on plant or
animal matter to break it down, Graverobber worms seek out the bodies
that belonged to the dead whose souls are still trapped in them.
Souls serve as a ward for death. They keep the forces of entropy,
decay, and rot away from the living. Graverobber worms are the earth’s
way to get around this problem, because the earth knows when there’s
something that should be dead and therefore in its province to deal with.
It isn’t very pleased to see the dead flaunting its will either, so out come
the jet black worms that are capable of eating the dead bodies with souls
still in them.
This is at the same time both counterproductive for me, and an
assistance to me. On one hand you have souls being forced to the
afterlife before they are truly ready to leave their bodies, which means
less work for me. And on the other hand you have these worms seeking
me out when they encounter a job so big and a collection of souls so
great that even they cannot do their job. This probably seems like a winwin situation for me, but it is not. I lose something either way.
Sometimes souls are lost and destroyed when the Graverobber worms
go about their business, and other times they’re trapped in the ground.
I’ve been to a number of bogs or places where a number of souls have
been trapped, and let me tell you something… it’s not pretty.
If someone says a location is haunted, doubt them. But if there are
stories for decades or centuries of some strange occurrences going on
that can be attributed to haunting, then there are probably some trappedearth souls. Trapped-earth souls are the most stubborn souls you will
ever find. They resist returning to their place in the sky even after
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Graverobber worms have eaten their flesh. These are the souls that want
no favors. They just want to tear at my body or take it from me, and they
among all souls are the only ones that are strong enough to possibly do
it.
Then there are cases like this one. If evil had a palpable scent, it would
be the stink of grave rot when the Graverobber worms were sent for me.
It’s enough to turn a normal man’s stomach, but it does something
different to someone like me – it makes me see a gaseous streak that
leads to the site of the disturbance. This is the collaboration of the winds
and earth to set things right, and they need my help to finish the job.
So there you have it. I grease the metaphoric axles of life and death to
keep things running smooth when nature can’t fix things itself. That is my
life in a nutshell, and if I sound bitter, I am not. I am merely a realist who
is very understanding of what his existence means. How many other
people can say they know why the are born, and every day gives them
more proof of their reason for existence?
I spoke of all this to Josiah, who listened intently over the noises of the
forest and the storm that raged above. He was too young to understand
it all, not to mention unschooled in the realities of life and death despite
his recent misfortunes. Still, he was a good listener.
I think part of it was because he was ashamed of his slurred speech. I
never made him talk though and I never made him feel like he couldn’t
talk either. If he wanted to talk, I could usually figure out what he was
saying with minimal repetitions, but more often than not he was willing to
walk in silence and listen to what I had to teach him.
Sometimes I wondered if he was a silent boy before his parents were
murdered, but I never asked him. To remind him of the tragedy he’d
recently endured would have been cruel. It’s the sort of thing you do to
someone you hate, not someone you are fond of, which I was. He wasn’t
a surrogate child or a way to vicariously relive a childhood I never truly
had - he was a companion and a student. No one else could understand
what I went through like he could, because we were two of a kind.
I had thought I was the only one with my fate, duty, affliction, curse, or
whatever you would name it. Every day Josiah seemed to understand
more and see more. I had no doubt now that if he was not exactly what I
was, he was something similar. This gladdened me, because I had a
companion to share my burdens, and at the same time I was horrified to
think of this young boy being used by the souls of this world like I am.
The two of us made our way across the hills on the windward side of
the Ansilde Mountains. Other than scattered trees, most of which had
been struck by lightning and were twisted as a result, we were out in the
open. Tall grasses swayed in the wind, giving the hills an appearance of
having carefully combed hair that all went the same direction. The
grasses were bent halfway over more often than not, because the winds
never really ceased here.
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The storm of the previous night had left water clinging to the grasses,
so we were both damp, although Josiah was damp from the torso down
since he was shorter than I. We saw no one, which I didn’t mind in the
least. Anyone out here was likely to be a rancher or a bandit hiding out
from the authorities or bounty hunters anyway. Ranchers are by nature a
suspicious lot, always worrying you’re a poacher or a cattle thief. It’s best
if I just stay away from them.
From time to time though, we would see bison moving in packs of thirty
or more on a distant hill. The ground rumbled once as a particularly large
herd passed just a couple hills over. When nothing appeared within an
hour that could have scared them into stampeding, we moved over to
where they had passed and trampled the grasses.
We made much better time walking where we didn’t have to push our
way through the tall grasses. There was less of a chance of coming
across a snake, which tended to be of fairly venomous varieties in these
parts, and there was always a chance of breaking an ankle in a hole you
couldn’t see. Of course, you’d step in a buffalo spoor from time to time,
but what can you do? No path in life is without its hazards.
I followed the wafting column of wispy dark air that would guide me
straight to the disturbance. Frankly, I probably could have just followed
my nose. I looked back from time to time to see if Josiah was seeing the
same track of air that I was, but I couldn’t be sure, so I asked.
“Can you see this? The dark air?”
Josiah frowned at me for a moment, squinted ahead of us, and then
nodded. Satisfied, I started walking again.
It was a leisurely pace that carried us across a dozen or more of the
great rounded mounds. I could have walked for hours on end, but I
paused for about ten minutes out of every hour for Josiah. The dead
would still be dead when we got there anyway.
We spent the night camped under the stars without a fire. Even with the
rain a day before and the evening dew, it was too easy to start a fire that
might race across the hills for many miles. I’d seen it before, and I didn’t
want to be responsible for that kind of pointless and wasteful destruction.
Two days more of walking and living off of dried jerky and whatever
nuts and hard tack we had left carried us beyond the hills and closer to
civilization. The winds carried the scent of salt, so I knew we were within
a day of the coast, but I still didn’t know where we were, other than close
to the place where the black vapor trail would end. The scent grew
stronger every hour until I thought my nose would explode from the odor.
We breathed out of our mouths, but Josiah had to stop twice to empty his
stomach anyway.
The trail ended in a quarry of all places. Or rather, I should say an
abandoned quarry. The limestone had been mined out and the gaping
hole in the ground had been left there. The terrain around the hole was
significantly higher than area near the quarry, from all the rock and
gravel that had been mined out and left at the top of the hole. It looked
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like an eruption of white gravel and soil had occurred, leaving a pit in the
middle.
When we finally stepped up to the ledge, I felt Josiah’s small hands
clench at my arm. I didn’t blame him either. What we saw down in the
quarry was enough to make me shake my arm free of his hands and
stumble away to vomit.
Josiah was sitting near the ledge, looking to me for some sort of
explanation for what was lay below us. When I was done emptying my
last meal onto the ground, I walked back to him and steeled myself for
another look, frowning at the taste of bile in my mouth as I looked.
The quarry itself was quite wide, though rather narrow. It was perhaps a
hundred yards across to the other side, but four hundred wide and nearly
fifty deep. At the bottom, water had collected from the rain and seeping
in from the uneven sides of the quarry’s walls where groundwater leaked
out. Even the water couldn’t hide the pile of bodies though. It was a
mound of the dead, and the souls there were thick on the pile like flies on
a carcass.
Real flies wouldn’t go near this place though, it felt wrong even to them,
so the bodies had only the air to help decompose them. They bodies
were pallid and grey bloated forms with rags hanging on them. Most
seemed to be women, but from this distance and with the level of
distension the bodies had experienced, it was impossible to be certain.
“Something is very wrong here, Josiah. I’ve never seen anything this
bad. It’s like they killed a whole town and dumped the bodies here.” Part
of my hoped he’d toss in his timid little reassurances and promises of
help, but he did not. “I don’t know what to do, except go down to them. I
am scared though, because I’ve never seen this many souls in one place
before.”
“Wuh yeh doo?”
“I’ll do whatever I can, but I need you to stay here in case something
happens to me. Do not go down there for any reason, okay?”
He nodded and gave me a worried look.
“If I come up here, don’t trust me right away. My mind may not be my
own, alright? I want you to ask me about how we met when I get back. If
I can’t answer you correctly, run. Promise me you’ll run.”
Josiah nodded. “Ah pwah-muth.”
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∞ 02 ∞
Empowered
I wasn’t happy about having to do this, but the weight of the situation
hung around my neck like a millstone. My very nature tugged at me and
demanded that I set this wrong aright. At least the path down was clear
and easy to use, of course, whoever was dumping the bodies here might
have seen to that, if they didn’t just pitch them off the ledge that is.
The smell of death was oppressive though, and as I walked I saw piles
of writhing Graverobber worms. They waited near the pile, unable to
attack the pile of bodies because of the dense collection of souls. I
smiled to myself. It was one of those things that are tragically funny and
when it’s taken outside of a stressful situation, it just isn’t funny. For
some reason, this amused me at this particular moment, and it probably
helped me wade through the knee-deep water to the pile of corpses.
The ones on the bottom of the massive pile had been there longest.
They looked like grayish-black mummies, only moister. The ones toward
the top were larger, white, and more bloated. Some lay as far as ten
paces away from the edge of the pile.
I slipped on one of these, though it was beneath the dark water and I
couldn’t see it. Even had it been midday, which it was not, I don’t think I’d
have seen it. I dropped to my hands and knees beside the corpse. My
foot had inadvertently crushed its arm and the flesh was falling off the
bone. Chunks of graying meat floated beside me like wet bits of paper. I
gagged, and stumbled forward to the pile.
The pile glowed black, if that’s possible. The aura of tortured and
trapped souls surrounded the unnaturally slow rotting flesh. And I, I was
a beacon of light to them in a place where before there was none. All at
once, they vacated the pile and slammed into me.
My eyes bulged and my throat swelled like someone was cramming
their arm down my esophagus. My ears rang with the host of voices in
my head, and my muscles twitched a dozen ways all at once. I couldn’t
even muster a scream.
I fell forward onto the pile and lay there while the horde held a
conversation and decided their course of action without me. Some of
them had planned this day for a long time and most of them agreed on
what to do. That might have saved me some pain of acclimation, but not
much.
I couldn’t count or feel the number of presences in me, but it was near
seventy I suppose. Thankfully, my mouth was above water as I lay on
the pile of bodies, or I’d have drowned as I struggled to reason with the
horde, all of which were women it turned out.
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Their need for revenge came at me like a hammer blow to the skull and
they forced me to relive their last moments, which I will describe to you
as best I can, though words escape me when I think of these atrocities.
Almost all of them had the same basic story, that being that they or
someone they knew were down on their luck and they were sold or
kidnapped by a group of men. These men were not slave-traders as
many feared; they were the trained kidnappers of a cult.
Once they arrived at the ritual site, they were stripped and placed in
cells, where they were kept for the duration of their stay. Food and water
came twice a day, delivered by men with crazed looks in their eyes.
These were not looks of lust or cruelty, but rather the deranged looks of
men who have lost something intrinsic that makes them human. Without
this kernel that is often called a conscience, they were capable of doing
the worst things imaginable without even batting an eye. These men
never said a word. All they did was come in daily to inspect the women’s
genitals.
It took most of them a while to figure out what the men were looking for,
but without rags or water to wash up with, a woman’s menstrual blood
would dry on her thighs and pubic hair. As soon as one of their captors
would see this, the woman would be hauled off, and never seen by her
cellmates again.
The women noticed this pattern and they all tried to work together to
hide it whenever one of their cellmates was menstruating. They would
wipe the blood away as best they could or pee on it to wash it off. Some
women went as far as to eat their own menses to avoid it being noticed.
Everyone gets noticed eventually though. Time was not on their side.
When a woman was taken, she was ritualistically slaughtered like she
was no better than a sheep in a butchery or a sacrificial lamb. They’d tie
her to a stone slab that had two holes in it, one above their crotch and
another by their neck, and then they’d start cutting. The woman’s
menstrual blood would mix with the blood that ran from cut arteries on
her thighs, and the woman’s blood from her upper body would drain
through a deep slice that opened her neck.
It was a quick death.
Often though, there would be a few women lined up on similar tables
next to each other, so they could hear the screams and the gurgling
noises of the ones dying before them. Then, once the one was dead, the
blood would be collected, and it would be ceremoniously carried off to
back rooms. The bodies would be tossed carelessly onto a cart with all of
her belongings that had been confiscated upon her capture, and the
body would be dumped in the abandoned quarry.
I watched thirty or more similar accounts before they stopped showing
me more. I wept in fury, rage, and disgust. None of them could tell me
why they were killed though. None of them knew anything, except that
the blood was collected and they often heard the screams of women in
other parts of the temple.
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In time, they were satisfied that I understood their plight. They were the
ones that had worked together to send the earth and winds after
someone who could avenge them. There were a lot of winds swirling
around in the quarry, so it was only a matter of time before I would have
heard them.
They had found me, and I was here. I was a tool that would do their
bidding.
I gathered up my body, straining to remain upright. Every muscle
seemed taut like a bowstring that was ready to snap. I felt fluid leaking
from my eyes, but I couldn’t tell if it was blood or tears leaking from my
eyes, or it might have even been a physical manifestation of so many
souls packed in such a small container oozing out onto my cheeks.
I climbed up that gravel ramp and returned to Josiah. It was in the deep
parts of evening then, the parts you’re supposed to sleep during if you’re
a good person. I had endured the testimonies of the dead for hours.
Josiah shook with fear as I approached.
“Ell meh!” He shouted at me, voice cracking as he held the knife I had
given him.
“I found you in a tree a few days after your mother and father were
killed. I am still myself, Josiah.”
The boy burst into tears and came running over, his hair bouncing as
hurried to hug me. I let him touch me, but only for a moment, lest the
spirits within me take him too. I wouldn’t let them hurt the boy.
“Get my axe, boy. I have something to finish for the women of the
quarry.”
He nodded and ran back to our supplies. I wanted to sink to the ground
and rest, but I could not. He brought my spear to me, and it was then that
I realized my axe was already strapped to my back.
“Oh. I had my axe. I’m sorry. Thank you.”
“Uhh hep.” He said resolutely.
“Yes, you do. I want you to sit this one out though. If you don’t see me
by tomorrow evening, leave. Find somewhere safe. The sea is only a day
north of here. Follow the coast until you find a town.”
“Uh uh.”
“YES. Do as I say. This is going to get ugly. I’m going to have to kill a
lot of people tonight. There may be too many.” At the mention of killing,
my body twitched, tugging me toward the temple that I knew was only a
few miles away. “Please. I don’t want you to see this. It isn’t always like
this. It shouldn’t ever come to this.” I pleaded.
He nodded slowly and handed over the knife I’d given him. I smiled and
slid it into the spare sheathe I kept on my hip.
“Cumah va-ck.”
“I will. I’ll be back.”
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∞ 03 ∞
Cleansing
When I reached the temple, the sun was rising. It’s funny how the sky is
the color of blood when death is nigh.
The temple was built of the same limestone from the quarry where
they’d dumped the bodies. It was old, and lichens and moss clung to its
crags. Tall stands of cedars stood at the four corners of the ziggurat style
building. Light came out of the squat little temple proper that sat on top of
the structure, blending with the crimson colors of the sky.
Worn stairs went from the ground to the temple proper where it sat on
top, but there were two other and much larger entrances at the ground
level. Great double doors of carved cedar chased with copper and cold
glowed in the early morning light.
The three men standing guard noticed me as I approached. They called
out to me in a clipped-syllable dialect with their heavy accents. I didn’t
reply. I wouldn’t have been able to anyway. I was no longer operating
completely under my own control, though I recall every detail perfectly. I
had the heightened awareness of seventy or more people in me, and I
could count the blades of grass that bent under each of my feet as I
stepped closer to the temple to begin the cleansing.
I recall the strain of my shoulder as my hand flicked to my belt and sent
a knife through the front and back of the closest guard. I remember how
he crumpled to the ground with rolled-back eyes and lay there
surrounded in his fine white silks.
Somehow, the rich clothes of their captor’s guards agitated the women
more, women who had been forced to go naked until such time when
they bled from their wombs. I saw the gilded blades of halberds come
down to cut me in half, but I stepped inside their guard range and sliced
the blades off the poles with a single swipe of my axe.
I could feel my bones of my hand tighten and stress near the cracking
point around the heft of my axe despite their being reinforced with spirit
energy. The same axe cut the two men in half a split-second after the
business ends of the halberds hit the ground, detached from their
respective handles.
I kicked their bodies out of the way and opened the door by myself,
though it was probably a two or three-man job. Had I looked back, I’d
have seen a great pile of Graverobber worms gathering behind me to
feast on the dead.
The inside of the temple smelled of fear and the coppery taint of blood. I
was at the ground level, which was the largest level, so I began working
my way systematically through the rooms. Most of them were storage
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though, holding months worth of supplies or old texts which I didn’t
bother to stop and read. I came across another guard though, and he
managed to get to a silk rope that rang an alarm bell before I splattered
his innards across the wall like a child’s careless painting.
I guess they had different bell tones for different levels of the temple,
because I heard footsteps approaching the descending stairway rather
quickly, which told me they knew where the disturbance was. I stood at
the side of the stairs, spear in hand, and tripped the first couple that
came down. I ran them threw quickly and drew my axe again, slicing the
legs off the next one that tried to come down after me. I crushed his
trachea with a heavy heel, and turned to face the next one.
This next one, a younger man with piercing eyes, was apparently a bit
smarter than the others, because he ran away. Curses were called after
him while the next two descended slowly with their spears held before
them to keep me back. It was a good plan, but it didn’t stop me from
throwing the same blade I’d thrown through the first guard’s head at
them. It tore through the first man’s link armor and stabbed into the guy
behind him after it exited the first guard’s body.
When the one I’d thrown a knife clean through fell face-forward on the
stairs, that left his companion standing there looking dumbfounded at the
knife sticking out of his chest. I was up the stairs swinging my axe to cut
him down a scant moment later. Then I was working my way through the
next half-dozen men as well, working my axe effectively in close quarters
I might add.
At the top of the stairs, the man who had fled before waited for me with
a crossbow. I dodged that first bolt, but his two friends managed to put
one in my thigh. I threw myself back down the stairs to avoid the next
couple shots, and it wasn’t a gentle ride. Bodies clad with armor and the
loose weapons they had carried don’t make for a comfortable ride down
hard stone stairs.
Another shot came down and narrowly missed giving me a ventilation
hole in the back of my skull. I had to roll to the side and limp back the
way I’d come. I could hear the crossbowmen winding up and readying
another round of shots. I was about to run back up the stairs and hope
for the best, being rather fast and durable with all the spirits I had in me,
when the second pair of doors opened. They were opposite the first pair
that I’d entered through, and when they opened a flood of Graverobber
worms piled in.
The worms crawled across each other, wriggling like snakes on top of
water as they piled over the bodies I’d killed and continued up the stairs.
A couple crossbow bolts blazed through them, but that wasn’t going to
stop thousands of worms. I heard screams as the men were overtaken
and buried by the worms. Did I mention that these worms have little teeth
like a lamprey?
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I waited until I’d pulled the crossbow bolt out of the meat of my left thigh
and bandaged the wound before I continued up the stairs. The worms
parted before me like two rows of corn spreading for an ox.
A man with a crazed look in his eyes waited for me. He was naked from
the waist up, and his body was covered with puckered burn marks. It
took me a moment to realize these had been branded onto him. His
mouth was open wide in a malicious grin. Red fluid dribbled from his
mouth down his chin and onto his chest. I could smell that it was blood
mixed with herbs and wine.
“You made a mistake coming here.” He said, voice unimaginably deep.
“You made a mistake being here when I came to clean house.” I replied
evenly, gathering my breath for the battle I expected.
“Do you not know the marks of Juheinnem? Surely you must, if you’ve
come here to cause trouble.”
This surprised me, because I actually knew the name, but what he was
saying made no sense to me. “I don’t care what they are.”
He shrugged and pulled a great curved sword from behind his back. Its
edge was trimmed in gold, but it was jagged and bits of dried flesh and
blood were caught on it. As he charged at me, I couldn’t help but notice a
spicy scent about him that reminded me of my fight in the woods a few
weeks back with the knob-nosed man.
I was actually hard-pressed to keep up with this guy. He was terribly
fast and not just all power. I on the other hand, had the grace of dancers,
pickpockets, and entertainers in me, so I stepped aside most of his
blows, and parried the ones that I couldn’t avoid outright. Given time, I
could have taken him apart slowly, but more of the branded men like him
were coming out of chambers on either side of me.
I howled in anger that was not entirely my own. The women feared
they’d cast in their lot with me all for naught. They though their revenge
would die here with me. I wasn’t about to let that happen.
My body lurched across the rough floor, almost flying because I was
moving so fast. My axe bit through one of the incoming branded men and
I split him from shoulder to hip, separating his body in asymmetrical
parts.
I laughed aloud and caught another man in my bare hands when my
axe stuck in a third man. The one I’d caught yelped in pain as my hands
crushed the muscles in his arm and then relieved him of his other arm. I
then threw the one-armed man into the oncoming blade of my first
attacker, whose serrated blade finished my work.
He stared at me dumbly with his blade wet with his ally’s blood, so I
threw my spear straight through his chest. I was weaponless now, except
for Josiah’s knife, so I used that to slit the throat of my next attacker,
whose heavy maul I took for my own. I was getting ready to walk up the
stairs when I felt a hand on my shoulder.
I looked back to see the man who I’d thrown my spear through standing
there. He grinned and waggled his serrated sword at me, and then he
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tried to take my head off with it. It grazed the side of my head, slicing a
small piece off the top of my ear and bearing my skull to the bone on a
few places where the uneven blade had dug in.
The pain dazed me for a moment, and it was only compounded by a
second cut from the blade, which ran across my abdomen. I brought the
heavy maul up to deflect the next slice, and then crushed his chest with a
powerful blow that shattered most of his ribs. Even after this and the
spear through the chest before, he didn’t fall.
Amazed, I battled him more, trading wounds with him. Because of the
weapon I had, the wounds I dealt him were more grievous. I shattered
bone after bone until he couldn’t stand or swing his arms, but still he
tried. His limbs twitched and turned where I’d added extra joints that
weren’t meant to be there, but it wasn’t until I crushed his skull that he
finally ceased moving.
Up the stairs I went, to the third and final level before the top. The floor
smelled of excrement and women. Shrieks spilled out of one of the
barred rooms ahead; the door was open and I heard shuffling around.
Before I could get there, a man stepped out, laughing as he moved
across the hall to the next door. His keys jangled as he went to unlock
that next door and slaughter another batch of women before they could
be set free by whatever was attacking the floors below.
He barely saw me coming, so intent was he in his butchery. His head
splattered like a ripe melon beneath the steel fist that was my maul.
Thirty pounds of hardened steel on the end of a heavy wooden handle
make for quick work when they’re up against flesh and bone.
I looked around carefully, making sure no other men were on the floor
before I proceeded up the last set of stairs. I was tired, but nearly done
with my task. Still, nothing prepared me for that next floor.
Dried blood had caked most of the floor around the trio of stone altars
that were evenly spaced across the floor of the main chamber of the top
floor – the temple proper. Reddish-orange light poured in through the two
openings that were on opposite sides of the room. Runes were inscribed
across the ceiling, floor, and walls. The place was a cesspool of evil and
death. The air was thick with unearthly vapors. Worst of all, a robed
priest with a shaved head that bore numerous brands was poised over
an altar with a knife of amethyst poised over a victim’s thighs. Two more
assisted him with the collecting pails.
“Stop.” I said, voice rumbling from my chest with the fury of seventy
souls.
The lead priest turned to me and smiled. “Even if I do, there are others
that will carry on about His work. We’re all dead in the end anyway.”
“Whose work?” I asked, holding off the spirits’ murderous intent a few
moments.
“Juheinnem.”
I shook my head and sprang forward, saying. “Wrong answer.”
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He didn’t even bother to dodge my maul. He just stood there with his
hands outstretched and inviting my attack, his too-white eyes, cheeks
and brow branded with the same marks as the men I’d killed on the other
floor, and his secretive smile. His head compressed down into his neck
and spine as my maul connected. His body slumped to the side, hitting
the ground about the same time as I crushed another priest’s spine. The
last one put up no more fight than the other two, and I was so filled with
rage that I killed him before I could convince the souls within me to relent
so I could question the man.
The woman on the table looked at me with wide eyes that made me
think she fully expected to die next. I left her there until I could search the
adjoining chamber that was separated with a heavy velvet curtain of
deep black, though it had been flecked with blood that had sprayed
across the room from dozens of severed jugulars.
The rooms were empty, other than some texts that I couldn’t read, so I
let the maul slip from my sore hands. I had to use my mouth to pry my
fingers back into a straight position; they were that tight after holding the
maul and axe so hard. I found the keys for the woman’s chains on the
lead priest, and I unlocked her.
She surprised me by throwing herself at me and striking me in the face.
I staggered, mostly because the spirits were leaving me at that moment,
and I fell to the ground.
“Why?” I croaked.
“Are you here to help? You’re not just another murderer?” She asked;
she was poised to run or strike me again if need be.
I nodded, too tired to argue.
“Oh. Sorry.”
She seemed to feel bad about the whole thing, so she helped me to my
feet, and together we freed the other women. I held no ill will toward her
for striking me though; she’d been through a lot.
The other women didn’t stick around once they were free. They fled,
figuring one tired and wounded man couldn’t protect them. The last of
the souls left me then, when the last of the women were free. The
woman from the altar stayed with me though, even when I was collecting
my weapons.
I hardly noticed that the worms were already gone as the two of us
walked down the stairs past bodies that had been picked clean. I
stumbled once outside and had to shield my eyes from the morning sun,
which now peeked out halfway above the horizon.
“I’m Yonah.” She said, holding the robes of one of the dead men shut
so as not to let her breasts spill out as she supported me with her free
hand.
“Gage.”
“Where are we going?”
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“I left my partner a few miles away. He needs to know I’m still alive.” I
smiled weakly at the word ‘partner,’ enjoying the way it rolled off my
tongue.
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∞ 04 ∞
Creation
“What was that? How were they able to do all those things?” Yonah
asked as she saw to my wounds.
We’d returned to where Josiah waited, and I’d introduced the two of
them before slumping to the ground in exhaustion. Every part of me
ached and I was light-headed from the pain.
“They were priests of Juheinnem.” I said quietly.
“Huh?”
“The first son of the creator, Al-Nahazzarum.” When this didn’t seem to
clear things up for her, I explained further. “Al-Nahazzarum is the creator
of all that has a soul. He was nursed into being by the world, and birthed
in a fiery cataclysm that stirred the unliving oceans and made all plant
and animal life.“
“When Al-Nahazzarum grew to be an adult, he grew lonely, so he gave
birth to a son.”
“I thought you said it was a he. How could it give birth?”
“Yuh!” Josiah chimed in.
“Greater beings are all both man and woman at once, though they
resemble men most they say, so that is why we call them ‘he.’ Anyway,
his first son was Juheinnem, who grew quickly and was much loved by
his father. But his father wanted other children too, and when he gave
birth to six more, Juheinnem became jealous and grew to hate his
brothers.
“One day, in a fit of rage, Juheinnem killed his youngest brother
Seponim, and Al-Nahazzarum threw him down to our world from the
Halls of Creation to live amongst the animals. Spiteful of his father,
Juheinnem bred with the animals of our world to create what we call
demons. They’re twisted man-creatures with great strength and wicked
desires.”
“Al-Nahazzarum looked down on his wayward son and grew angry. He
sent his other five sons to bring him back, but the demons fell upon the
five sons in great numbers and killed them all. Juheinnem burned their
bodies so the smoke would rise to their father and he would know that
his sons were all dead now except him. You see, he thought his father
would be so saddened that he would welcome him back because he was
all that was left.”
“Instead, he gathered the ashes of his dead sons and put all that he
had left of his spirit into the Hundred Angels he made. The angels
descended on the earth and killed the demons down to the last one,
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though there are some that say a few escaped into the dark places of the
earth where there is fire and great heat.”
“What about Juheinnem?” She interrupted.
I smiled and answered, “When the Hundred Angels went to kill him,
Juheinnem, who was firstborn and therefore had a greater portion of
power than any other of his father’s creations, captured three of them
and raped them. Then the others found them, captured Juheinnem, and
they returned to the Halls of Creation where they imprisoned Juheinnem
for all time.”
“Afterward, the three angels that had been raped found out they were
pregnant, and because they thought the other ninety-seven would look
on them with shame for bearing the children of Juheinnem, they returned
here to this world and gave birth here. Two of them abandoned their
children here, thinking that the animals might take them, but they still
couldn’t kill the babies outright.”
“One of the children was taken by a demon that had hidden and
survived the slaughter of the demons by the Hundred Angels, but that
child’s children escaped from the ground centuries later and they live
above ground now; They are the dark-skinned people of Asora in the
west. Another child was nursed for a year by the angel who birthed it.
She is Messanna, the mother of my people, who are known as the
Messannites; she taught our people the story of creation and how we
came to be. Animals raised the last child. These children took the
animals as servants and food as the years went on and the children of
the last child grew to be plentiful. They have no name and they do not
remember their origins.”
Josiah tapped Yonah’s shoulder, prompting her to ask a question. He
whispered something to her, and then she asked, “What are the names
of the mothers of the other two children? Do you know?”
“Kessalla is the mother of the dark people of Asora. Wonne is the
mother of the last child. It is her children than roam most of the world, for
they took after the ways of the animals and bred like them and had many
offspring.”
“Now you know the story of creation, and you know of Juheinnem. It
seems that he has learned a way to touch the hearts of men from his
prison in the Halls of Creation.”
Yonah frowned. “Or he got loose.”
“That is also possible,” I admitted, “but I fear things would be much
worse if that were true.”
“Let’s pray it isn’t so then.” Yonah replied.
Josiah nodded quietly, looking somber in the firelight.
Later, after Josiah had fallen asleep, I spoke with Yonah. She had been
watching me for some time, and I know I am not a particularly handsome
man. I am like a worn blade, serviceable but not pretty. Likely, she was
wondering why I had saved her.
48

AFTERLIVES
“How long will you stay with us?” I asked finally, tired of her gaze.
“Would you like me to leave?”
“My profession keeps me moving a lot. It’s not a lifestyle for a woman.
Traveling with us won’t be pleasant.”
“What exactly are you? A mercenary? A bounty hunter perhaps?”
“Something like that, only my clients are all dead. You don’t really want
to get involved.”
“And the boy? How does he fit in this?”
“He’s like me. I rescued him after his parents were killed. He’s under my
protection until such a time that he decides to go off on his own.”
“I could take him with me, I have a cousin with a farm. He could raise
him like a son.”
“No.”
“I see.”
“You are welcome to stay with us as long as our paths are similar, but it
would be safer for you the sooner you left.”
“I will give it thought then, while I sleep. I would offer you company
tonight, but I fear your lovemaking would be as cold and plain as you
are.” She said sharply.
Her words hurt me, because she knew as well as I did that from my
wounds I would not be able to do much more than lay still and try to
sleep. I just looked away from her as she bedded down beside Josiah,
wrapping a maternal arm around him, and I looked into the fire. After
awhile, I slept too, wondering as I finally drifted off if Yonah would be with
us for long.
I did not blame her for her harshness.
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∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
Just as there is no rest for the wicked, according to the old saying, there
is no rest for one who sets right the deeds of the wicked.
I hadn’t entirely recovered from my incursion at the temple of the blood
cult, but we had to keep moving. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that this
blood cult was likely just a single cell in a larger group. They were too
organized and too well set up. There had to be more of them, and they’d
likely be scouring the countryside for anyone who might know about the
slaughter at their facility. I doubted they’d be too specific in exacting their
revenge either.
I feared for the lives of the women I’d freed, because I knew some of
them were likely to be found, but I was not in any shape to battle off even
a few of their servants, especially if they were more of the warrior sort
that they’d enhanced with their rituals of blood and sacrifices. I was, after
all, just a man at this point, with no added souls to enhance my abilities.
We camped near the quarry for only that single day, and that was only
because my body was at the end of its energy reserves. All the souls that
had been inside me for the attack had since left me, and I was feeling
every cut, bruise, and strain I’d incurred during the assault. I could hardly
sleep though, being at the point of extreme exhaustion where even sleep
eludes you, and the pain didn’t help either.
It didn’t help that I knew and could hear that the Graverobber worms
were feasting below. The taint of souls had left the bodies below, and
they were speedily rotting as nature caught up to them. Carrion birds
swarmed overhead, looking exceedingly dark against the backdrop of
grayish clouds that threatened to dump rain on us. The birds were wise
enough not to land near the swarm of worms though, or they too would
have been devoured. I imagine some of the more daring ones might
have tried though.
In a way, it was probably best that I was injured, because I moved
slower, which allowed Yonah and Josiah to keep up more easily. Josiah
was getting better at keeping up with me as time went by, simply
because he grew used to the exertion and exercise and his feet grew
calloused against blisters. Yonah was another case altogether.
Captivity, even for only a couple weeks, had left her malnourished and
weak. Her muscles had hardly had the opportunity to stretch in those
cramped cells, and she got frequent headaches from the bright sunlight.
In her cell, you see, she’d hardly had more than flickering torchlight, to
which even the indirect light of the sun seemed unimaginably bright.
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As much as she lagged behind sometimes, I thought about finding a
town and leaving her there, but she continued on, doggedly following at
our heels. Whenever we paused for a break, she would sink to the
ground and pant, taking what food and water we offered her before it
was time to move again. At night, she would slump down and fall asleep
almost immediately. I would wake her for the evening meal after it had
been cooked, but there were some nights when she couldn’t be bothered
to wake even long enough to slurp down a bowl of soup and chew some
hardtack made soft in broth.
I confronted her one morning before Josiah had risen. She had just
returned from voiding her bladder and was tucking the too-large spare
shirt I had given her to wear under the waistband of my spare pair of
breeches. I caught a glimpse of pale skin clinging tightly to her ribcage,
but not so tightly as it had when I rescued her. This, at least, was
heartening. At the same time though, I despaired, wondering what drove
this woman to push herself alongside two strangers every day.
“You owe me nothing, you know. You may leave at any time.” I
announced when she sat down beside the morning fire that I’d rekindled
from still-hot coals.
“What?” She asked, confusion fading to a sharp glare.
“I mean, you do not have to come with us. You are free to go at any
time and you must not consider yourself in my debt.”
“You’re an ass.”
I blinked, and I’m sure my mouth hung open. I was being generous
here, chivalrous even, and she insulted me. “I don’t understand. What
could I – we – possibly offer you? Why not seek to rebuild your life
somewhere?”
“It occurs to me that many of the women you rescued, who foolishly ran
back to the nearest town after being freed, face the same fate once
again by going back to the same places they were captured. Perhaps
they face an even worse fate even, because the associates, kidnappers,
and other priests of that cult will seek revenge for the dead at the
temple.”
“I had thought that as well.”
“Then you want me to leave and just find a job mending dresses or
cleaning house at a village somewhere near the temple so that those
people have a chance of finding me again? What kind of man are you?
Why save me if you’re just going to throw me back into the same
potential situation again?”
“You know I don’t mean that. I don’t want you to leave before you are
ready or at least comfortable with the area you may come to settle in.”
“Are you sure? You’re skittish around me. Are you afraid of women?”
I said nothing at first, choosing instead to give her a firm appraising
look. I stared at the way my shirt hung loosely around her, but was
tighter around the breasts. I looked at the way her flaxen hair was tucked
behind her smallish, almost delicate ears that reflected the fine features
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elsewhere on her face: her well-formed nose, sublimely shaped lips, and
sculpted cheekbones. She was thin, but not unattractive in the least,
even beneath days’ worth of road grime and dust.
“I see nothing I fear.” I said finally. “Quite the contrary actually.”
“Then why are you eager to be rid of me?”
“Because the full extent of the situation you are choosing to be in is far
beyond you. You don’t seem to realize that Josiah and I are not your
garden-variety travelers. Do you not see what I am?” I demanded, heat
coming into my voice, for I was growing angry at her apparent blindness
to her own situation.
“You are a valiant man with a nature that weighs at his being like a
millstone. I may not ‘see’ all of what it is you are, but I am not stupid. I
know that there is something special about you, though some may call it
a curse. I saw the strength in your eyes and body when you rescued me,
and I knew it was not entirely your own.”
“Then you choose to disregard what dangers my nature presents to
you, Josiah, and myself, and you stay with us regardless.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because this is the safest place in the world right now. Right here.
Right beside you.”
I snorted a laugh and shook my head. “Eat then, because you will need
your strength… to run from the terrors I face almost daily, if nothing
else.”
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∞ 01 ∞
Crossing Waters
As

it happened, the clouds that had been threatening to dump their
contents on us since the quarry finally decided to do so. It must have
been a whole storm front moving through too, because once they
started, they didn’t let up for four days.
We’d been traveling overland away from the Ansilde mountains, whose
foothills Josiah and I had descended from as we followed the blackish
trail that the winds and the Graverobber worms had used to direct us
toward the tainted quarry. Our westward course made mornings easygoing, but we walked into the sun for most of the evening. Still, not
having to look into the sun all the time helped Yonah’s eyesight recover.
We were all drenched and tired when we reached the Zehnsurten
River, which had swollen to a torrent by now from all the rainwater, and
we saw in no fewer than three washed-out bridges. I was surprised that
there were no souls wandering the banks of the river, which is not an
uncommon place to find them. Water tends to claim many lives, be they
unsuspecting or deliberately lost.
I’ve come across many a lovelorn woman who tossed herself into a
river to drown, or a man whose body was ditched in the river after he
was slain or drowned. Generally though, water seems to keep spirits
down. It’s hard to explain this phenomenon, but I’ll try.
Spirits are by nature almost an aerial entity, prone to drifting on winds.
Sometimes you’ll even find a soul miles from the place of its death if it
died in a particularly windy place. As time goes on and the dead begin to
forget their physical forms, they are more prone to wandering. That is to
say, that they are not always anchored to the place of their death. Water
will keep souls grounded though, and they are less likely to wander.
Water will slowly erode a soul’s will to stay on this plain of existence,
and they will drift up high when the winds come to carry them to the
afterlife. This is especially true of ships lost at sea where there are
trapped souls. There is something about water that is so primal and
irresistible in its songs that even souls cannot deny its lure.
At the same time, water can be infuriating. Across the bloated river
there was a town. It was not large by any means, but even I, with my
distaste for settlements because of their tendency to gather souls, had to
admit that a dry bet sounded nice. The dozen or so homes were
gathered around a small mill and an inn, but there was no way to cross
the river that was still intact.
The three of us were tired, cold, and sick of being wet. I sighed and
looked at the churning waters, muddy brown even in the dwindling light
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of evening, and I dug out a length of rope I kept with me, gauging its
length against the width of the river.
“You’re not thinking of crossing here are you?” Yonah asked worriedly.
“Would you rather spend the night out here, soaked to the bone? We’ll
all be sick. I can’t even start a fire. Everything is sodden.” I replied.
She quieted then as I handed off one end of the rope to Josiah, miming
that I wanted him to tie it to a rooty locust tree that I indicated on our side
of the river. He grinned at my trust of his knot tying, which I had
personally taught him over the last few weeks, and shuffled off to do my
bidding. I carefully divested myself of everything that would weigh me
down, including most of my clothing.
If you have never swum with clothes on, you don’t know how much they
weigh you down. It’s not something you do when the waters are strong
enough to drown you, so I stripped down to my undergarments. I am not
ashamed to be attired such even in front of women. You learn to not let
small things bother you when you’re an instrument of life and death as I
am.
When I was all but completely naked, I tied the rope around my waist
and shook my limbs out in preparation for what was likely going to be
quite a struggle. Then I took a few steps back, and took a running leap
out into the river. I’m proud to say that I cleared a good fifteen feet with
that single leap, but that was only a short distance compared to the
seventy feet I probably had left to go.
As soon as I hit the water, I wondered what had possessed me to do
something so reckless. I had little chance to think about it, because the
water was moving faster than it had seemed, and I was quickly finding
myself pushed further downstream. This was bad, because if I reached
the end of my rope and was too weak to fight the current to get to either
shore, I might drown out there. The river curved there you see, so I
couldn’t rely on the fact that I was tied to one side of the river to carry me
back to the shore. I cursed my shortsightedness as I fought across to the
other side.
The simple rope weighed around me like a thick link of chain as I
strained against the current. I was actually doing rather well though, until
a tangle of branches that had apparently been loosened by the heavy
flow of water came down after me and fouled in my rope. It was like a
mule had jumped on my back after the branches added their weight to
what I had to work with. My head went under, and I came up flailing and
sputtering as water tried to force its way down my throat.
From the shore I think I saw Josiah and Yonah flailing about and
yelling, but I was too busy struggling to not drown. I still had a knife at my
waist, and I was trying to grab for that and cut myself free from the rope
so I could drift downstream and hopefully climb onto shore, but my hands
just weren’t obeying me. The water was pushing harder and harder, and
the rope tightened painfully around my waist.
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My head went under a second time, and the grit in the muddy water
stung my eyes before I could shut them. Even with my eyes closed, I
could see a flash of white above me, coming from above the water.
Maybe I hit my head. I don’t know.
The next thing I know I was being scraped as the branch slid past me,
and the water felt still. I broke through to the surface and clawed my way
to the other shore. As I lay there, I saw that the water was almost like
glass, unnaturally flat around the area where I had just swam across.
I lay there on my side, panting as I stared back the way I had come.
Josiah stood there, surrounded by a grayish aura, momentarily
transfigured – something different and yet greater than the little boy I
knew. The aura faded from Josiah a moment later, apparently when he
realized I was safe, and the water roared past, eager to resume it’s trip
out to the sea. Yonah didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she was just too
busy shouting over to me, inquiring as to my state.
I didn’t have the energy to shout back at her. I shakily got to my feet,
and ambled up the bank to the tree I had chosen as the second anchor
point for the rope. I hastily tied the rope off, tying it twice because it was
wet and I didn’t feel like making that swim a second time. There was, of
course, a length leftover for me to loop up over the line and around my
shoulders.
Carefully, I waded back into the water, and just walked hand over hand
to cross the river a second time. Believe me, it was much easier that
time. Even so, I needed Yonah’s help to get up the bank when I had
reached their side again. I had scarcely made my way up the bank to
where Josiah sat holding his stomach and looking ghostly pale.
She was near hysterical, and I fell to the ground when she clutched her
arms around me. I think she cried then. I didn’t care. I laid there
breathing hard, but my eyes were on Josiah, who smiled weakly at me.
“You did good.” I rasped.
He nodded and put on the smile of a boy who had pleased his teacher.
The rest of the crossing wasn’t nearly as treacherous as the first leg
had been.
Yonah went first, mostly because I thought she was stronger and more
able to help Josiah across should something happen. She chose to keep
her clothes on for modesty’s sake, but seeing how I’d already seen her
naked, I saw it as a foolish choice. Still, she made the crossing alright,
and pulling a bundle of our supplies wrapped in my oiled leather cloak no
less.
I had tied a thinner rope around the harness Yonah had used to cross
so I could pull it back over from the other side for Josiah to make his
crossing. He did well, fearlessly braving the rough waters with a lack of
fear that both frightened and comforted me.
He was not a normal boy though, I thought, so why should he react like
one? He’s been through much, and I feared for his emotional state. Often
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he seemed almost like a regular boy, racing ahead as we walked, kicking
stones, and trapping insects, but other times he faced things with a
severe and emotionless calm that I don’t even think I could summon if I
needed to.
And what of the incident before? Did he have some sort of control over
water? Even as I watched him cross the river, I saw how the water
buffeted him gently across its swells like a kite caught in an updraft. Even
with his clothes on, it did not tug at him and threaten to drown him like it
had with me, and even with Yonah to an extent.
This certainly wasn’t a manifestation of his powers as one of my kind.
My abilities were of the earth and winds. No, he was not what I am. He
was similar, but different. His abilities were uncharted and alien to me;
this was again a comforting and frightening. I had no explanations for
what he was.
My second trip across the river was uneventful, other than having
occurred. It was tiring, but I didn’t almost drown, which is always a plus.
Had I planned ahead, I would have been able to rescue my rope, but I
was too tired to bother with it. We left it tied across the river, and I
couldn’t help but think that maybe some boat would come down the river
tomorrow and get tangled in it. Although, any boat worth its while would
snap the rope before incurring any real damage, so I wasted little time
worrying about it.
It didn’t take long for us to secure a room. I suppose a half-week of
horrid weather cuts down on traveling, which is going to cut down on the
number of travelers staying in the rooms of various inns across the land.
We drawn a bath in a giant tub behind a privacy screen in the large
room we rented. There were six bunks, and had other travelers been
there we’d have had to share, but as it happened we were the only three
there. I took my bath last, and the water was rather dirty by the time I got
in, but even moderately dirty water was cleaner than I was.
I soaked until the water was down to room temperature, and then
scrubbed the grit and dirt from my scalp and skin. The others were
already asleep when I finally got out. There was food waiting for me
though, and even if that too was room temperature now, it was good.
I climbed into bed, thinking it odd to be sleeping without the press of
bodies against me. I’d grown accustomed to sleeping back to back with
Josiah at least. You need to conserve body heat on cold nights lying in a
field. The addition of another body – Yonah’s – had made nights even
warmer and more comfortable since her rescue, other than on the rainy
nights that is, because nothing would have made those nights
comfortable except dry shelter.
I cast a longing look over at Yonah where she slept, desiring the
physical proximity that was denied to me on this night at least. I’m not
without urges, you see, even if they are mostly platonic.
Something bothered me as I fell asleep, and I’m not talking about
Josiah. He was sort of a constant worry niggling at the back of my mind.
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You grow used to worrying about some things, and you don’t worry so
much anymore after awhile. What really worried me on this night was the
lack of souls needing rescue in the community. It was almost unnatural.
With a river here and a small settlement, there should have been at least
one soul, but I couldn’t feel anything even remotely close to our location.
I’d have to have a better look around in the morning. I hoped it was just
the abundance of rain and water weakening my senses.
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∞ 02 ∞
Spider’s Webs
Morning brought with it a lot of sore muscles. It was one of those days
where you can hardly get out of bed because you’re so sore. I made a
point when I actually did get up though, to speak with Josiah. He had
gotten up before me, being that he is an early riser, which is strange for a
boy his age. Usually they like to sleep in all day, though he did do that
sometimes if he was particularly exhausted from the previous day’s
traveling.
He was sitting by the window, watching the rain drizzle down the thick
glass. I took a seat on the nearest cot, and waited for him to notice me. It
didn’t take long, but he seemed reluctant to look away from the dreary
day outside.
“Josiah?” I asked when he finally looked my way.
“Yehs?”
“Can you tell me about the river yesterday? What did you do?”
A look of alarm crossed his face. His eyes shifted side to side as he
thought up a reply. I waited patiently as he started to say something half
a dozen times, but stopped after stammering only a syllable.
“Iy cehn thee ahn heah thihngz thah wah-er duhs. Suhmtuhms, uh cehn
doo thungz wuhf eht.”
I frowned, taking a moment to decipher what he had said. “How?”
“Iy un nuoh.”
“Have you always been able to?”
He nodded.
“Why haven’t you said anything about this before?”
He shrugged. “Wuh-ey?”
“Why not though? It’s something I need to know to be able to help you. I
mean, I can tell we are different, but we seem to have some similar
abilities. We can help each other best if we understand each other’s
skills, right?”
“Uh guez suh.” He said, looking abashed.
“I’m not mad. You probably saved my life last night. It’s just that I want
to know things like that because someday my life and yours might
depend on what I know about our abilities.” I reached over and ruffled his
hair, eliciting a grin from him. “Have you felt any souls around here? I
can’t feel a thing, and it’s bothering me.”
A bit of worry crept onto his face, mirroring my own expression I’m sure,
as he shook his head.
I frowned, but said no more. I didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily,
but it was good for the boy to have warning that something may be
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wrong. If he was going to truly learn to be even remotely like me, he was
going to have to know when to worry and how to deal with his worries. If
he let them overcome him, he would never last long.
A curious little spider, almost iridescent, was sitting on my cloak as I
pulled it back over my shoulders. I frowned and brushed it off, and
carefully inspected the rest of my things for more of the spiders. I’d never
seen one like it before, and while it likely wasn’t lethal, I certainly wasn’t
going to tug on my clothes if they might be full of them.
I helped Josiah and Yonah search their own clothes for the spiders as
well, but I had a feeling that Yonah thought I was just seeing things,
because I couldn’t even find that first spider again. Generally speaking,
I’m not one to kill spiders, just because they help keep the fly and
mosquito populations down, which benefits me indirectly. I was regretting
my choice not to kill this one though, just because I wanted to prove to
Yonah that I had indeed seen what I claimed to have seen.
The fact that I was being called out on such a small thing was irritating.
Women can be infuriating sometimes. Still, she was likely to have her
uses, though as of yet she hadn’t proved to be overly handy even with
the cook pot or with a mending needle and thread. I honestly don’t know
what they teach women anymore.
As we left the inn and thanked the proprietors with a few extra coppers I
had on my person, I noticed a spider web in the corner of the room.
Yonah’s groan was audible as I stepped over to inspect it.
“Oh that. I’ve been after my husband all week to clean that up. I don’t
do well with spiders, you see. Little devils I swear.” The proprietress said
with a sigh, placing her hands on her hips and fixing a purposeful stare at
the web.
“The spider is rather unique looking. I’ve not seen that type before.”
“A spider is a spider, regardless of color and shape.” The woman
replied, obviously uninterested in the creature’s particulars.
“Yes, it’s just a spider. Thank you.” Yonah said to the other woman.
“Someone agrees with me.”
The two exchanged a few words and knowing glances at me that were
of the type that women make at men when they’re sure we’re up to
something stupid. I ignored the glances and stepped outside. Josiah was
close behind, and I knew from the look he gave me that he shared my
concerns at least in part, even if he didn’t understand why the spiders
seemed to bother me so much.
I didn’t blame him for that, because I didn’t even know why the tiny
arachnids would bother me. I certainly wasn’t afraid of the creepy-crawly
things this world had to offer. I’d slept on the ground enough nights to get
used to bugs, spiders, scorpions, snakes, and every sort of varmint
around.
Yonah joined us a few moments later, still smiling from her encounter
with a like-minded individual. I just shook my head and started west
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again. Josiah and I would catch each other’s eyes as we walked,
nodding toward more spider webs that we saw along the way. Even after
we cleared the little village, we continued to see the spider webs in the
bushes and trees along the road.
We’d walked for the better part of an hour when Yonah raised her voice
and announced, “Hey. There are a lot of spider webs along this road.”
Josiah looked at me and grinned.
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∞ 03 ∞
The Forest
The roadway forked ahead, one branch heading south toward the vast
orchards that sprawled about the headwaters of the Zehnsurten, with the
other branch heading into hazy woods of black locust, paper birches, and
cedar trees. It made for an interesting aesthetic mix, quite nice actually.
A signpost sat at the crux of the road, but it had been knocked down. I
could see wagon-wheel ruts that ran along the edge of the road, cutting
too close around the corner. I couldn’t help but wonder how badly the
driver had wounded his horses or torn up his wagon.
Josiah walked down off the road with me. I knelt and picked up the
signpost. The shaft had broken off a third of the way up, but it was still
reasonably tall, so I just stabbed it into the ground and had him hold it
while I gathered rocks to put around the post. After we were done, we
both stepped back and took a look at the names on the sign.
The town we had come from was apparently named Cidral, or maybe
that was an even larger city further north up the Zehnsurten, and the
town we’d slept in didn’t really have a name. Anyway, that was what laid
to the east or northeast. Further west was the forest, through which there
was apparently some city named Calimshed some forty miles distant.
South was Turngrove and the orchards along the hills the Zehnsurten
began among, though the river was little more than a series of creeks
and streams there.
I’m thinking now that you think the country around here is rather barren,
but it truly isn’t. It’s just that most of the major cities lie along the
seacoast. There are a few along major rivers too, but inland is mostly
small communities and farm areas that collect raw materials to send into
the major cities. That’s just how things are. Were I to cross back over the
Ansilde Mountains, the lands there are actually rather densely populated,
but then, that’s a rather verdant area. I spent a few years there clearing
out the souls that needed freeing there before I happened across Josiah.
The lands near Cidral and where I was at are more suited for herding
and logging though, so that’s why they seem more barren and more
thinly populated. The soil is thin, rocky, and covered with coarse grasses
and shrubs. Hearty trees have gathered in the lower places along the
land, where soil has gravitated with the help of water and the wind.
Country such as this just wasn’t rich enough to warrant extensive
settling.
Anyway, it was not geography I was concerned with at the moment. I
wanted two things. First, I wanted to put more distance between the
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Blood Cults, and us, and second, I wanted to figure out the puzzling
spiders.
The more of them I saw, the more unnatural they seemed to be.
Normally, birds or other predators would have eaten many of the spiders,
but here they gathered in nearly every bush along this road. Their
colorings were rather eerie too.
“Well? South or west?” Yonah asked impatiently, though she was in fact
savoring the respite she’d been given as we fixed the sign.
“West.” I replied.
“You’re sure? It looks like clear walking to the south, but west is all
trees and such.”
“And if it rains again, do you want to be out in the open with no shelter?
Under the trees at least we’ll have some shelter.”
“Why didn’t you just say so then?” She asked, looking up at a sky that
honestly looked as if it could dump more rain on us at any moment.
“Let’s go.”
She surged ahead of us and into the forest, though she’d fallen back to
walk beside us within ten minutes, and fifteen after that she was behind
us again. It was just as well though, because the path narrowed to the
point where you’d not have been able to get a wagon through, and then it
got even tighter. It never got narrower than what two horses abreast
could have walked, but even that would have been tight.
Along the road, there were many burned out stumps and piles of rotted
logs. This was evidence that the path had been widened sometime in the
last few years, though shrubs and undergrowth were already starting to
reclaim the road and saplings weren’t far behind them.
“The air is musty.” Yonah commented.
Josiah muttered some noise of agreement, but I was busy trying not to
trip on the network of roots that threatened to trip the inattentive. Of
course, the one time I wasn’t paying attention was the time I actually
tripped.
I had been turning to say something about the local plant life,
specifically a type of berry that had medicinal properties, which is
something I do rather often, when my left foot caught on a root and I
went stumbling into a nearby bush.
“Are you alright?” Yonah asked, holding back laughter.
I stood back up and brushed myself off, only to notice that I had half a
dozen spiders on me. Now I’ve said before that I’m not scared of spiders,
but that doesn’t mean they don’t startle me when I suddenly have a
bunch of them on me unexpectedly. I’m sure I flailed about in a rather
entertaining manner as a brushed them aside, but I still managed to get
bitten once on the back of my wrist.
“Damn.”
“What is it?”
“A spider bit me.”
“Are you joking?” She asked, a dubious look on her face.
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“Nope.”
Josiah stepped over frowning at my bite mark. “Puh-zuhn?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll keep it clean though. Hopefully it’s not
venomous.”
We walked for a while longer then, and to my surprise, we didn’t see
any more spiders. My fears of walking into vast networks of webs strung
between the trees on our pathway appeared to be entirely unjustified. I
had to laugh about my doubts later on as we were laying out a campsite
for the night.
“What’s so funny?” Yonah asked, leaning close beside the fire to hear
whatever secrets I might impart.
I looked at her for a moment and shook my head. “I just feel foolish. I
got all worked up about the spiders and stuff. That’s actually why I came
this way instead of heading south toward Turngrove.”
“Ah. I see. I figured as much. How is your bite?”
I lifted my arm up for her inspection. Her features assumed a serious
cast as she prodded at the reddish bite mark with a dirty fingernail.
“What’s your diagnosis?”
“Hrm.”
“Hrm?” I asked, repeating the curious noise.
“Yeah. Hrm. It doesn’t seem too bad.”
“Very specific there, aren’t you?” I teased.
She laughed and gave me a playful shove before turning back toward
the cook pot, which she was responsible for tonight. Predictably, Josiah
returned from his foraging and exploration just as the food was finished.
He never missed a meal if food was available; we never had to call him
twice either.
“Find any water?” I asked after he’d sat down and gathered his share of
the stew. “We’re going to need to wash the pot.”
Josiah nodded and pointed in a northwestern direction, too busy
chewing to answer verbally.
“Far?”
He shook his head.
“Good. You’re on dish duty.”
He shrugged and continued to eat.
I noticed then that Yonah was watching me, so I quickly dipped my
battered spoon into the tin cup of stew, thrust it heroically into my mouth,
and chewed with exaggerated enjoyment.
“Is it good?” She asked.
“Yes.” I lied.
“See, I knew I’d get better.”
Food is food and I’m not really very picky at all, so I ate my fill, or
started to anyway. I paused while chewing because I noticed that Josiah
was watching me in a very peculiar way.
“What?” I asked him.
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He chewed slowly, tilted his head, and watched me. Then, he shot
upright, pointed at me, and cried in alarm. Food sprayed from his mouth
as I looked around and tried to figure out what was going on.
In the failing sun, I caught glimpse of a gossamer thread running from
my arm into the branches above me. As I looked closely, I could see
dozens of other threads attached to me across various parts of my body.
Even Yonah noticed now and I saw that they too, had them.
As quickly as I could, I hefted my axe out of its sheathe across my
shoulders, shouting, “Stand still!”
Then I swung my axe over a cringing Josiah. He yelped as the strands
were either cut or pulled out of his flesh. Little wheals rose on his arms
and face, each one dotted with a pinprick of crimson where the strand
had been pulled out. I turned to Yonah then, who stared dumbfounded at
the marks on Josiah. I was about to swing my axe to cut her free, when
we heard a shifting of leaves in the branches above.
“Spiders!” Yonah shrieked, pointing up at what must have been
thousands of them.
She realized then that I couldn’t cut her free if her arm was up, so she
quickly put her arm back down and I made two quick swipes with my
axe. Josiah had his knife out and was hurriedly coming his body for more
strands.
“We need to go. Grab what you can and leave the rest.” I said as
spiders began descending upon us like thousands of glistening
raindrops.
While Yonah was gathering our things, Josiah, bless his soul, ran over
to me and began cutting me free, since I couldn’t very well swing my axe
around my own head to free myself. I reached over and plucked a log out
of the fire and raised it aloft, sending sparks up at the spiders. Many
died, but even more were angered and left unscathed. They continued to
descend.
I felt pain like a hundred ant bites or bee stings all at once across my
body, and I was tugged bodily off the ground by the threads that stuck
into my flesh. I dare say I screamed in pain as I flailed about like some
twisted sort of marionette. My axe slipped from my hand, but I did
manage to flick the torch up into the largest concentration of the spiders
before they hauled me off into the woods.
When I say haul, I mean exactly that.
I was pulled through the air on a network of rope-thick weavings of
spider thread, and carried deeper into the woods away from the trail. I
imagine they’d done this a number of times, and if anything, it explains
the state of disrepair the road was in. Josiah and Yonah quickly fell out of
my line of sight as I was whisked away, and I shouted at them to flee.
At that point, I could only pray they listened.
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∞ 04 ∞
The Lady
The spiders must have dragged me around the forest for half an hour
before we came upon a small structure strung among the trees. It was
hard to make out at first, because it swayed with the evening winds and
the sun had pretty much gone down, or if it hadn’t the trees cut off so
much light that it might of well been the middle of the night.
I first saw the structure as I swung through the air suspended on the
threads of spider silk that held me up. No amount of flailing had been
able to loosen an adequate amount of the strands to free any of my
limbs, and it was rather painful to tug at them. This is not to say it wasn’t
rather excruciating anyway, but your senses deaden to pain after a while
if it doesn’t let up. For the time being, I just went along with the ride until
such a time presented itself where I might be able to escape. I feared
that things might get worse before they got better, as this is often the
case, and I had no desire to see what might be worse than what I was
currently facing.
Anyway, the structure was an amalgam of spider silk strands strewn
between six tree trunks, one of them – the largest – in the middle.
Leaves, twigs, dirt, and other debris from the forest had collected on the
strands, giving the whole hut the appearance of a rather unnatural, yet
natural-looking, sort of tent or pavilion. All the leaves except the recently
fallen were grey or brown though, so it wasn’t a delightful little creation
like it could have been if it were covered with green mosses and flowers
or something of the sort.
I was dropped rather unceremoniously onto the ground in front of the
closest thing the structure seemed to have for a door. Still, I was not
released. The thousands of spiders yanked me off my feet a moment
after they’d dropped to the ground, and they dragged me on my back into
the structure. I flailed around some more and managed to crush a couple
hundred more as I rolled over, but I was still drawn inexorably inside.
Once again, I was hoisted up into the air, though this time I was left
secured and dangling from the ceiling, which seemed to be some
fourteen feet off the ground. It was hard to tell in the dark, and dark it
was - very much so.
I could barely see a thing, but the smell… I could smell that earthy odor
tinged with musk that insects have. It was the stink of insects and hives,
though I could never recall having seen spiders in a hive before.
Generally, they were solitary creatures expect right after they were born
or if they were mating. There were sounds too, chittering and other
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noises that brought to mind the squirming piles of Graverobber worms
from the quarry.
They simply left me hanging there though, and I waited for my eyes to
adjust, for I was gifted with an above-average sense of night sight. Even
that offered me little more to see than hazy outlines of what appeared to
be a large mass gathered around the central tree that supported the
ceiling, and the fuzzy silhouettes of what I took to be other bodies
suspended like sacks of fruit around the central tree.
After a time, I fell asleep, numbed by the numerous spots of pain across
my body where the spiders had attached their threads.
“Wake.” A feminine voice commanded me, and likely not for the first
time.
I blinked away grogginess and groaned at the full-body aches that had
grown more severe during my slumber.
“Who?” I rasped, trying to see in the dark.
“I have been observing you. You are not like the others.”
“I can’t see you.”
She did me a favor, and lit a lamp. I didn’t see any sparks of flint and
steel though, so I’m not sure how she lit it. Perhaps it wasn’t a normal
lamp at all. I blinked a few times as the soft purplish light flooded my
vision. Things took on a ghastly appearance in the dim light, much worse
than I’d imagined.
The bundles hanging from the ceiling around me were indeed bodies,
but they were desiccated and dried. Threads covered them almost
completely, keeping the clothes and shoes attached to the dried bodies. I
could see fist-sized egg sacks attached to each body though, and I
realized then that these people had been food for the young spider
hatchlings.
As I looked toward the center tree, I saw that it shimmered and moved
like water. Spiders that crawled over each other, inches deep, covered
the entire column of ancient wood. Then there was the woman who
stood before me…
Her features were sharp, with strong cheekbones, a pointy chin, and a
sharp upturned nose. Her skin was of stark white, mottled with splotches
of light grey and blue like a corpse gone cold. Her hair was the color of
pure night, and her dress crawled. The dress, if you could call it that,
hung from her shoulders to her ankles like a great robe, but it was
comprised entirely of spiders that clung to each other’s limbs to form a
living fabric.
I’d seen ants do similar things before, forming a chain to bridge over
rivers or to protect their queen, but never spiders. The effect was
startling to me on many levels.
“What are you?”
“I could ask the same.” She replied. The left corner of her mouth curled
up into a slight half-grin.
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“I asked first.” I said in return. It was childish, but what else could I do?
She stepped forward, and began sniffing at me. I could have probably
kicked her, but that wasn’t going to accomplish much, so I submitted to it.
When she backed away though, she had a smile that made me wish I
had tried to kick her or snap her neck with my thighs or something.
“Messannite. I wondered what that peculiar scent was. I’ve not smelled
one of your kind in a millennia.”
I just stared at her, absorbing everything she said. From that last
sentence alone I could discern a half-dozen things about her that may or
may not have been true. Of course, she could have been lying, and I
sincerely hoped she was. You see, very few people know of my kind as
Messannites. Even fewer would be able to recognize me for one. Even
fewer still would claim to have lived a thousand years or more.
“You’re a Dellanille.” I said in wonder, using the lesser-known term for
the children of Juheinnem and the lesser beasts of the world.
“A demon?” She laughed, a husky noise that was unpleasant for some
reason I couldn’t figure out. “Perhaps.”
“What else would you be?”
“There are many things that live within the depths of the world. Many
are less pleasant than I, but then, many are more pleasant than me as
well.” She said with a wicked grin that shower her teeth for the first time.
They were like a row of little obsidian gems. They matched her eyes,
which had no white portions.
“How about you just let me sneak off, and I won’t tell your spider friends
that
you
let
their
next
meal
escape?”
“I’m afraid they’d be rather incensed. I think I’ll just leave you hanging
there until they’re hungry. Still, won’t you at least tell me what you are?
You don’t smell quite like a normal Messannite, and you’re not a halfbreed…”
“I just haven’t taken a bath in awhile. Sorry.”
She chuckled at my poor attempt at wit, and I did too. I laugh a lot more
when I’m scared.
“I will find out sooner or later. For now, just hang there. My babies will
get hungry soon enough, and they might even have your companions as
dessert.”
“I don’t get your name? Usually I like to know the names of the women
who tie me up.”
“Arana.”
“It’s cute. I’m not sure it fits though.”
“Think what you want. You’re still just food.”
I didn’t rise to the bait and escalate the taunting. I just let my head
slump as much as it could, and closed my eyes. The lantern light faded
and disappeared moments later, and I was left in the dark with the noises
of thousands of crawling spiders and whatever else made a home out of
this den.
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∞ 05 ∞
It All Comes Crashing Down
While the demon went about its business, I did the only thing I could
think to do: I cast my presence out on the winds.
For some reason, and I attributed it to the spiders and their hideous
webs, it was hard for me to leave my body. I had to concentrate twice as
hard to project myself, and even then it took a strong effort to keep my
presence out on the winds instead of having it slam back into my body.
I knew I might not get another chance at this, because I was
weakening. My body sported a few dozen spider bites, and the toxins
had made my fingers swell and my eyes puff up. Every so often, another
spider would come down and bite me somewhere else, like they were
testing me for readiness. My stomach heaved once or twice and the stink
of bile and my last meal clung to my shirt, drowning out the strange
odors of the den.
Once, a spider came down on my face and tried to bite me on the chin,
but I jerked my head and caught the thing in my mouth. I bit down hard
and spit the thing out on the ground, shouting in triumph. I could feel her
presence a few minutes later and her eyes bored holes in my being. She
stood there while the next spider came down and bit me on the back of
my neck and then she left.
It was nice to be outside of my body. The pains of my body were further
away, a dim but horrible memory as I drifted on the winds. Outside of my
body, I felt the familiar sensation of trapped souls but I couldn’t find them.
I examined closer and found that the spiders were all glowing with a
miniscule amount of soul in them. Even their threads had some small bit
of soul reinforcing them.
I sent my presence over to the carcasses that hung near me, and found
them devoid of all but the slightest amount of soul. All that remained
were withered seeds that were so small that they no longer remembered
what or where they were.
I fought back panic. I’d never seen a creature actually eat a soul before.
Somehow these spiders were devouring souls and using them to
propagate and make their unearthly webs. A tickling at the periphery of
my senses caught glimpse of the demon. Her aura was an unhealthy
purple-black like a dark bruise. It was a powerful aura, resplendent with a
dozen shades of taint and wrongness. Needless to say, I didn’t stick
around.
Along the slight breezes of the forest I drifted, tediously working my way
back toward where I had last seen Josiah. Again, I thanked Messanna
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for the gift of direction-sense I’d been born with. Of course, they weren’t
there. They’d fled like I’d told them.
Even in a disembodied form I could still follow their tracks. They’d ran
off in a hurry, making no effort to hide their passing, which wouldn’t have
done much good when pursued by whatever these spiders were anyway.
I found them on the edge of the forest, with a great fire blazing. It was
evening still, or maybe again. I couldn’t really tell. Josiah saw me coming
on the winds, just like he had several weeks ago when I distracted his
parents’ murderers so he could escape.
Josiah jumped up and down and tugged on Yonah’s sleeve, pointing
my way, forgetting that she couldn’t see me the way he could. She
looked around, afraid and yet hopeful it seemed.
“Gugh!” Josiah shouted, running away from Yonah and the bonfire to
meet me at the edge of the southward road.
He tried to speak, but in my disembodied form, I cannot respond in
such a way. At least, not well enough to hold a conversation. I could
have stirred up some leaves and sparks and formed a specter, and
maybe I could have had the winds howl a few words for me, but that
wasn’t going to be enough.
Instead, I dove right into Josiah’s body. He twitched and his eyes
bulged as my mind mixed with his, and we shared thoughts. It was oddly
constrictive feeling myself in such a small body compared to my own. I
felt him stumble to the ground and sit heavily.
“Are you alright?” I asked him with my thoughts.
“Wuhh ahh yuh?” He said aloud.
“No, think your responses. You just think, and I will hear you.”
I felt our face screw up in a frown of consternation as he tried this. “Like
this?” He asked.
“Exactly. You can speak normally here too.”
“It’s strange. I don’t understand. What is happening?”
“You’re like me to an extent. You can hold souls within you, and I am in
you now, though only partially. You’re like a bowl or container.”
“Are you dead?” He asked fearfully.
“No, but I might be soon. I wanted to see how you and Yonah were. I
needed to know that you had escaped.”
“We’re alright. We each got bitten a couple times, but the herbal
remedies you taught me seem to be helping. You saved us, you know?
You cut us free, and they took you.”
“It couldn’t be helped. You tried. You were so brave. I’m proud of you.”
He bit our lip and fought back tears. “I’m going to help.”
“No, I don’t think you can.”
“Then why did you come? You know I can do it, or you’d not have
come. I can feel it within you, but you’re worried I’ll get killed trying to
rescue you.”
“You’re right, I am worried that this is what will happen, and that’s why I
want you to leave now. Go south. Find a place to live with Yonah.”
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“No.”
“Please, Josiah. Go.”
He shook his head and set his chin resolutely. “You saved me, and I’m
going to save you now.”
“You can’t. The thing here… this demon, she’s powerful. Even at my
best, I don’t think I could defeat her.”
“We’re not the same, you and I.” Josiah said, standing.
Yonah called over, asking what he was doing, and I realized that he
was entering the woods again.
“Go back. Go back now!” I ordered.
“I help.” He said simply and then he clamped down on me, and I could
speak no more. I was just along for the ride.
It’s strange watching someone from the inside out. It’s even stranger if
it’s almost like seeing a little version of yourself, young, naïve, and
emblazoned with the righteous fury of a child.
One thing I hadn’t really expected was that my presence was in effect
giving him my strength. It was as if I had died and he had taken me into
himself. I’d never thought of doing this before, but I imagine that what I
felt flowing through his body was the power of two people like me, or
almost like me.
Josiah cut a straight path through the trees back toward me, and they
seemed to part before him. As he went, he collected the evening dew
from the leaves of the bushes and the moisture in the air to form a sheen
of water that clung tightly around him. I don’t have these powers, so I
can’t really give much meaning to them, other than report what I felt
through him.
He came upon a group of spiders, a sentry group in a tree that was
wrapped with their strange spider silk. Sensing an intruder, they flung
themselves at him and tried to attach their threads. I understand now,
that their threads are normally strung across pathways and you pick
them up without noticing. They hook into your flesh and once there are
enough of them around you, the spiders attack and drag you off to the
den.
In this case though, the sheen of water around him protected him from
any of these threads. The threads simply dissolved and as they did so,
the infinitesimal bit of soul trapped in the gossamer strands was added to
his being.
The spiders had no more luck penetrating his shield of water than their
threads had. He simply crushed them under his feet and continued on.
He was growing stronger with each strand he recovered and each spider
he killed. It didn’t take long for him to amass quite a large amount of
energy about him, and I imagine he had something like equivalent of six
souls within him, not counting mine by the time he reached the den.
The demon was waiting for him outside, having apparently felt what
was happening.
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“What are you doing here?” She hissed. Her robe of spiders twitched in
a mirror of her agitation.
“Uhh huvv cuhm foh muh fren.” He stammered.
She laughed at him then, and I felt the heat of blood rush into his
cheeks as if they were my own.
He raised his hands and the water around him flew away from him in a
wide spray, tearing through the den. Each droplet that hit a spider or a
strand of spider silk dissolved what it hit, and the released soul particles
gathered in the air like a haze.
“No! Those are my babies!” She screamed, throwing herself at him.
“Go.” He said to me, releasing me then.
I was back in my body and there were loose soul particles around me,
with more gathering every moment as more water flew through the den,
tearing it apart. The water was to me nothing more than water, but to
these spiders that swarmed everywhere, it might as well have been acid
or fire.
I absorbed the confused bits of souls like a sponge, breathing them
deep into my being. Instantly, my body sped up. My senses became
sharper, and my body began to heal. Laughing aloud, I tore the strands
from my flesh with a flurry of motion. I hardly felt the stings as they tore
bits of my skin away. Once on the ground, I pulled my belt knife out,
though I’d have killed to have my handy axe or spear in my hands at that
moment.
When I shuffled outside, I found Arana crouched over Josiah, tearing at
him with talons that I hadn’t noticed before. Droplets of water flew away
from Josiah’s curled up body every few seconds, killing dozens, maybe
even hundreds of the spiders that had formed her robe. In many places,
her pale skin showed through, but most of her back was exposed. Her
back seemed to have a great lump in-between her shoulder blades. It
was a hive. The spiders were retreating into two holes at the peak of the
lump, so they could hide in her body.
I bellowed my loudest, lowered the knife, and charged. I knew I
probably couldn’t hurt her, but I couldn’t just let her stand there and tear
Josiah to shreds. She turned to face my charge and as I neared her, her
arms shot out and her hands clamped tight over my wrists.
She squeezed my arms and leaned in close to grin at me with her
jagged teeth of obsidian and eyes of complete black. I grimaced and
fought back with all my strength, though she seemed the stronger of the
two of us.
Her grin faded a moment later and she emitted a shriek of pain and
rage that deafened me. She twisted my arms fiercely and I felt the bones
begin to crack under the pressure. The long knife fell from my hands and
I too cried out in pain. She threw me aside then and rounded on Josiah,
who stood again to confront her even though his face was covered in his
own blood.
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As she turned to face him, I saw that he had torn a hole in the spider
mound on her back. Dozens of them fell out, while others clung to each
other and tried to stay in the mound. He stood in there bravely as she
swiped at him again and again with her talons. Sometimes he’d lash out
with the knife I’d given him and score her flesh with his blade, but more
often than not he simply gave ground to avoid having his innards torn
out.
I shakily got back to my feet, picking up a downed branch about four
inches thick at its greatest diameter. Then, summoning all the soul
energy I’d collected, I threw the log at Arana’s back. It tore through her
back and stuck out through her belly just below the ribcage. She
staggered, howling in dismay and outrage.
Josiah wrung what little water he had left in his clothes and hair out as
he ran around to Arana’s back, and he propelled that water like a spear
into the hole he’d already made in her spider mound. Hundreds of them
died in instants. Soul energy billowed out of her body like smoke, and
she dropped to her knees.
I was spent, and Josiah was too. He retreated to my side, and we
watched as the demon snapped the branch off behind her. Then she
gave us a brief look that promised revenge and threw herself forward into
the woods.
Night folded her to its breast and she disappeared.
Josiah and I both sank to our knees and watched the remainder of
Arana’s den deflate and evaporate. The souls floated up on a sudden
gust of wind, and we saw no more of them.
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∞ 06 ∞
War Torn
I’d taken a number of wounds lately, but I was simply unable to continue
without a long rest after this latest encounter. I was feverish, bloated with
spider poisons, and could hardly walk. Josiah would sport a rather nastylooking scar along the left side of his face and across his chin, courtesy
of Arana. Yonah was in the best shape of the three of us, so we made
her find my axe, though she called down on me every curse she knew for
making her do it.
The spiders were gone though, for now. Arana was not dead and I
hadn’t the slightest idea how to kill her if we met again. Making new
enemies is never fun, especially when they’re powerful ones.
As for the three of us, we were heading to a Wolde that was rumored
among my people to be nearby. For my sake and that of my
companions, I hoped this time I would have time to recover. We could all
use some rest and sanity.

76

AFTERLIVES

PART FOUR

77

AFTERLIVES

78

AFTERLIVES

∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
Recuperating

is something I’ve grown accustomed to. You don’t put
your body on the line as often as I do and not learn how to heal
afterward. This being said, even I, with my spirit-blessed constitution,
was having trouble recovering fully from my encounter with Arana,
Mistress of Spiders.
It seems the poisons her ‘children’ injected me with were rather
debilitating. Of course, by the time I got out of there my fingers and toes
had been swollen like sausages and my skin had turned the color of an
old bruise – yellow and green and purple. I’m sure I looked rather
disgusting to be honest, and I wasn’t able to keep any food down.
After we sent the Dellanille fleeing, Yonah, Josiah, and I traveled south
and west for a week before I finally felt the familiar feel of a nearby
Wolde. During that week, I probably kept all of three meals down, and
lost a good deal of weight. My coloring was poor, and my breathing was
raspy as I finally stumbled onto the spirit-cleansed grounds of the Wolde.
The last day of travel Yonah and Josiah had to take turns steadying me
so I wouldn’t fall over.
I know these things not because I remember them, but because I was
told of them some time after that, presumably a week or so after the fact.
I lost a lot of time, and the memories of those couple weeks after the
defeat of Arana are very spotty.
Would I stop what I do just because I’ve been hurt badly this time? No.
Do the cumulative pains from various battles in my past, and not just the
recent past weigh down on me? Definitely. As I’ve said before, my life is
not easy, and yet I understand what I am. To not to what I was born to do
would be a sin against my nature, and Messanna who birthed my
ancestors.
Did I need a break? Yes.

79

AFTERLIVES

∞ 01 ∞
Reinstwolde
Unlike Grünwolde, which had been on a fjord that jutted out into the
Nord Sea, Reinstwolde is in a wooded valley. It’s actually a barren patch
of land within the valley, with a system of caverns carved into the hills.
Each of the five hills that surround the valley had been cut into, and each
sports a pair of heavy doors at least three men wide.
The keepers of Reinstwolde are a family of my people instead of just
one old man, as had been the case in Grünwolde. They are the ones
who hollowed out the hills, making one into a storage chamber, another
into a stabling area for their pair of mules and their goats, and three more
into living quarters. It had taken them years, but they had made quite a
home for themselves here, and they welcomed us into it.
The family consists of three men and two women. Truthfully, the three
of us kept to ourselves other than for meals, so I do not recall their
names. I do know that the middle-aged man and woman had come here
to relieve the previous caretakers, who had died a number of winters
past. They had brought with them their son, who took as wife a woman
from a few towns away. Their son and his wife had a boy of about eight
summers. He and Josiah got along famously right from the start.
I smile to think of my companion. He’s full of so many surprises, and it
lightens my heart to see that he can still run and play despite the loss of
his tongue, the horrors he’s seen, and the evil’s he’s faced.
When my mind drifts to these things, I think also of Arana, the Dellanille
or demon. The Mistress of Spiders is what I call her now. That there are
Dellanille loose in the world is something worthy of losing sleep over.
More than one night, I did too. Yonah was near me on one such night, as
was Josiah.
We’d been at Reinstwolde for nearly three weeks, and my recovery was
slow in coming. I blamed the nature of the spiders and their potent
poisons for this, but my wounds from fighting the blood cult and avenging
Josiah’s parents had never completely healed before I’d taken on the
next task, and then the next. In the end, I was left as I was when we
arrived at the Wolde – so beaten and weak that I could barely fend for
myself.
I was sleeping, and my mind drifted back to the hive-like hut that Arana
and her brood had lived in. I could taste the earthy smell of insects in the
back of my throat strong enough that the smell seemed to seep out
through my nose and into my stomach to roil there, bringing up bile. A
hundred stings tingled and burned across my body – the spots where the
spiders’ stealthy strands had found purchase. It was with those that I had
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been hauled bodily away from my companions as they fled, but I, I was
taken to Arana and her lair.
I dreamt of her eyes then, and the purplish glow about her. That
unearthly shade of purple, so deep it was nearly crimson and black at the
same time. I shivered and tried to escape the bonds of the spiders,
despite the futility. The strands were like iron bands wrapped around my
flesh and bones. I cried out when she reached for me with her taloned
hands, waking then with a start.
Sweat dampened my face and bedclothes. The fire in our own little
chamber had burned low, embers only now. Yonah looked over at me in
concern, raising herself to rest on one hand, half-inclined from her pile of
sleeping furs.
“What is it? The dreams again?” She asked, knowing that I slept poorly
because she slept so near me every night.
I nodded, saying nothing.
“They’re getting worse.”
I nodded again.
“Can I help?”
I shook my head. The wounds were too fresh. Only time can heal some
hurts.
She shrugged off the furs she slept among, and crawled on all fours
over to me, stopping beside me where she knelt. Worry furrowed her
brow.
“You cannot help.” I said finally.
She touched her hand to my brow, and her frown deepened. “You are
feverish. You must still have some of the poisons in you. You aren’t over
it yet.”
“A Dellanille’s pets are no less deadly than she herself.” I said abjectly.
“I will stay awake and tend you. You need your rest more than I.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I know. I want to. I owe you much. Twice you have saved both me and
the boy.”
My eyes drifted to Josiah, who quickly closed his eyes. So, my
restlessness woke even him. He pretended to be asleep, rolling over as
if trying to get more comfortable. I smiled slightly, and looked with alarm
to Yonah when I felt her hands on my chest.
I watched her dumbly as she unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it off my
shoulders.
“It’s soaked through with sweat. You don’t need to sleep in something
damp. You’ll only get sicker.”
With one of the furs she had been sleeping in, she wiped me down,
cleaning any remaining dampness from me. The fur was from a fox or
ermine; I don’t know which. My eyes didn’t leave hers as she climbed
into my bed with me.
“You don’t have to.” I repeated.
She chuckled. “I’m just keeping you warm, nothing else.”
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“Do you fear my lovemaking would be as cold and plain as I am?” I
asked, remember the words she had said to me that first night after I’d
rescued her. My eyes turned toward the rough-hewn ceiling of our
chamber.
She looked at me in confusion at first, and then the cruel words she’d
said came back to her. “I’d forgotten about saying that.”
I shrugged. “Me too.”
“Liar.” She pushed me back down and slid up closer, draping an arm
and a leg over me. “Besides, you’re not plain, and not all that cold I
suppose. I was just afraid and hurt.”
“I know. I rescued you. I remember how you looked, and how you were
still brave enough to punch your rescuer in the face.”
That earned another light chuckle from her. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
There was a pleasant silence, and my eyes began to close after many
minutes. I enjoyed the comfort of her warmth and proximity, and the
intimate weight of her limbs across me.
“So many scars.” She whispered, tracing one of the raised whitish
stripes across my chest. My hair twisted around the ugly scar, growing
oddly where the skin had been torn.
“And more to come.” I said in resignation.
She had no reply for this. I fell asleep some time later, but not before
her. I had no more bad dreams that night. We said nothing of this the
next day, and Josiah made no mention either.
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∞ 02 ∞
Passing Time
The next week was strenuous for the body and mind. Josiah and I spent
time honing his powers, or trying to discover them more fully at least. Our
successes were minor, but at least there were some successes. Nothing
is as hard to deal with as a week lost for no apparent progress.
Though it was cold, and winter was hastily approaching, we would get
up early every morning, and work our way to the nearby creek, just over
the hills that protected the spirit-cleansed valley. Once there, we would
sit on a large rock that sat along the edge of the trickle of water and
meditate. Occasionally, there would be conversation, but most of what
happened there was wordless.
Together we would try to cast our souls free from our bodies and drift
on the winds, but while I could do this easily, he could never seem to
manage. Always he said that he felt pulled earthward instead of skyward
as I was. Thinking back, I considered the experiences we’d had together,
and the answer came to me.
Josiah was not bound to the winds as I was, so it only made sense that
he couldn’t drift on the winds like me. He’d been able to stop a raging
river for a few moments to save me from drowning, and later he’d used
spirit-imbued water to destroy Arana’s spider children and even wound
her as well. So I had Josiah cast his spirit down into the creek, to follow
the waters where they would go.
This seemed like an obvious solution once I’d thought of it, so the boy
tried. I’d never considered the lure of the water though, and it was nearly
too much for him. Had I not been there to help gather his soul back into
his body, he might have been forever lost.
So we were dissimilar in more ways than one it seemed.
After that nearly disastrous event, I’d been leery of instructing him
further, but he had been insistent in his desire to try again. In the slurred
speech that his stub of a tongue made, he’d asked me to try more – to
teach him what I could so he could help.
The boy has heart, if nothing else. It does him credit. I wonder if that is
something in his person alone, or if he learned it from his father. I haven’t
had the boy with me long enough to claim that I had that sort of impact
on him. Likely, it’s what became of the innocent boy that existed before
the tragedy of his parents’ deaths fell upon him. This courageous boy is
just trying to survive day by day in a world not of his own making. I have
seen adults who can’t do the same, and they’ve lived through less.
I never expect to have children of my own, but if I do, I hope they show
half the courage and strength of character this boy does. That’s a silly
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dream anyway; my nature would bring too much pain on a family. I won’t
subject any woman or child to that if there is truly a better option.
And what of the further successes with Josiah?
Well, we worked on his control of the water. Things went poorly at first.
It seemed that his control of water is instinctual. When he feels
threatened he can control it, but not until then. We tried to simulate that
feeling of threat by having him try to fight me near the creek, but it wasn’t
until I’d actually walloped the boy and knocked him flat on his back that
he was able to summon enough anger to use the water to his advantage.
Let’s just say that I got quite a dousing. The entire riverbed drained and
hit me like a fist the size of an ox. I was sprawled out and dazed a halfdozen paces from where I’d been standing a few moments before when
an apologetic and scared Josiah came over to look down at me.
I won’t deny that it was a good strike, but I must also say that I was
hardly at peak condition. It was my own fault for not being prepared for
the voracity of his attack. I knew he meant me no harm, but I was stiff for
four days after that pummeling.
Despite these discoveries, Josiah’s nature and abilities were still largely
uncharted, and I had too few ideas as to how to uncover more. Perhaps
winter would bring with it some fresh ideas.
Yonah frowned at me, bundled up in a heavy fur coat as she was. “How
are you not cold?”
I turned to grin at her. Her straw-colored hair whipped about her face
from the winds that swept down into the valley to where we stood. Her
cheeks reddened attractively and her breath misted in the brisk air.
“I’m a northerner. I lived weeks north of here, where there was snow for
a third of the year.”
“But still, it’s cold!” She insisted.
I shrugged and watched a particularly strange-shaped cloud for a
moment before turning back to the pile of wood I was cutting. “Hardly. It’ll
get colder yet. Keeping busy helps too.”
She frowned and bent to stack the even halves of the log I’d just split,
while I set up another. Then her hands hid back inside the sleeves of her
coat.
“I think you need to consider what you wish to do.” I said, leaning on the
splitting maul.
Her eyes flickered worriedly up to mine. “How so?”
“Well, when I’m healthy again, I’m going to move along with Josiah.”
“And I’m coming along.”
I sighed. “You know how I was hurt badly and you had to take care of
me? You know how you cried every night on the way here?”
“You saw that?” She asked quietly.
“I remember some of it. You don’t like seeing me hurt or half dead do
you?”
“Of course not.” She said angrily. “What kind of person do you think I
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am?”
“I’m not saying you are that kind of person, but the fact of the matter is
that you will see me like that again. It’s only a matter of time, and
sometimes it’s a lot messier. You’ve seen my scars. You know what I’ve
been through.”
She turned away from me, and I thought I saw a shiny tear roll down
her cheek. Her breath came in heavier exhalations that clouded the air
briefly before fading out of sight.
“I don’t say this to hurt you.” I said apologetically.
Her head shook and she held up her hand, still refusing to face me.
“Then don’t say it at all.”
“I must. I can’t be responsible for caring for much more than myself
sometimes. Josiah is already something I worry about. What if I fail in my
duties? How will he manage? If it wasn’t for his unique abilities, I’d have
left him with some family to take care of him long ago. But he’s like me. I
need to help him deal with his own burdens while I still can.”
“You speak like you’re dying.” Her words were ragged, and she
sounded on the verge of a sob.
“I might as well be. You don’t know what it is to be me.”
“Then stay here.” She exclaimed, whirling to face me, her hands
grabbing for mine. A pleading look covered her tear-streaked face. “Don’t
go out again. You’ll be safe here.”
I smiled ruefully. “For how long? I can’t even sleep right most nights. My
nature calls me, despite the diversions here.”
“I would not be enough to hold you here, would I?”
“No. I’m sorry, but no. You wouldn’t want me anyway. Laying with me
might make another like me. How could you bear knowing that the son
you might produce would have to go through what I do?”
“There will never be an end to what you do?”
“Not until the world dies, and even then I or one of my kind will be there.
That’s how it is.”
“Then I will be with you until your time is over – be it a week, a decade,
or a century, I will help you with Josiah and… I’ll just be there.”
“Why? Don’t insist on coming with me out of some mixed-up notion of
duty or debt you might owe me. Anyone would have saved you if they
could. What that cult was doing was wrong, and it was just a matter of
time before it was stopped.”
“But they’re not stopped, are they? There are more of them out there,
right?”
“That is another of my burdens, because while I live, I cannot suffer
them to exist. Any of them I find I will have to destroy, because the souls
they steal to empower their warriors and work their dark magicks need to
be put to an end. Things must be set right.”
“Do not try to send me away, Gage. I am with you on this. Just as you
too cannot permit those cults to continue, I cannot either. I saw many
women die at their hands – innocent women. I have an invested interest
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in seeing their destruction as well.”
I looked into her eyes then, admiring their determined set. I knew then
that I could not say no to her. Smiling briefly, I handed her my knife. It
was the last of the pair I had once carried, the other being in Josiah’s
possession. She looked at it questioningly.
“You’ll need that. The road isn’t going to be safe. Learn it, and more. I
won’t always be able to look out for the three of us.”
She nodded, her cheeks dry now and her expression resolute. If I had
wanted, we could have left at that very moment, so caught up in the
moment was she. Her fervor burned within her. She had a cause now
and a place among us. I wouldn’t ask her to leave again unless I knew I
would not be able to protect her, and if that happened, I would probably
send Josiah with her too.
The thought of having them flee from a danger I could not protect them
from angered me, and I set up the next log and split it. And then I did
another, and another. All things will happen in due time – even moving
on.
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∞ 03 ∞
Leave-Taking
There comes a time when every period of rest and peace must end,
despite your readiness for that end. Our was nearing, and we didn’t know
it.
Snow had fallen the night before and it lay atop the last of autumn’s
leaves. Only the evergreens and pines remained with covered branches,
and those too were dusted with the white flakes of snow that struggled
vainly to cover the ground. The grasses were too thick and too high for
such a light coat of snow to hide.
I was standing outside amid the swirling powder in the crisp morning
wind when I first felt a tingle in the back of my head. Nearby, something
stirred that was unnatural. I shielded my eyes from the surprisingly bright
winter sun, and turned slowly, sniffing the wind. I made two complete
revolutions before I determined that the taint came from the south.
Wordlessly, I went back inside, hardly bothering to stomp off my boots
of the snow and mud they’d collected. I slung my spear over my
shoulder, using a leather strap to hold it in place, a strap that is not
entirely unlike the one that holds my axe against my back. Although, the
axe is heavier and more dangerous, so I have more padding separating
that from me, lest I fall on it and wound myself out of clumsiness or poor
circumstances.
Josiah came into the room as I was readying myself, and nodded
knowingly. Without a word he threw on his cloak and slung the long knife
I’d given him around his waist. I looked at him for a long moment,
sighing. How I wished I could tell him to stay, but I knew he would not.
“What’s going on?” Yonah demanded from the hallway, arms crossed
as she worriedly regarded the two of us gearing up to move on.
“Things are not right to the south.”
“And you two are going?”
“Do I have a choice?” I asked, turning toward the door.
“What about me then? I’m part of this group. I’m coming too.”
Her last words sounded more like a question than a statement, but I
nodded anyway. “Hurry then.” I bade her. “We’ll be outside saying
goodbye to our hosts.”
She said something as I followed Josiah out the door of our home that
had been carved out of the hillside by the efforts of our hosts, but I didn’t
hear what it was. My mind was already focused on what lied ahead, and
truth be told, I was worried.
Even as we said our farewells to our hosts, my mind was on the threat
that lied to the south. The older man, the patriarch of the small family,
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knew from the gleam he saw in my eyes that my days of resting were
over. His wife, and the wife of his son cried a few tears of parting, mostly
for Josiah, who had become a fast friend of the boy among them of a
similar age.
Again, I will not mention names, only because sharing their names
would in no way reveal the intense gratitude I and my two companions
felt for this family. They took care of us and fed us for two months and
more.
I clasped arms with the three men, showing the boy every bit as much
respect as his father and grandfather, which made his chest puff up in
pride, and then I nodded to the wives. Yonah hugged each of the
women, crying a few tears of her own as the silver-haired grandmother
pushed a rucksack laden with food into her arms.
And then we were gone, and I couldn’t say when we might see them
again, if ever. My path is never planned. I go where I am needed.
As we crested those hills, each of us looked back into the homely little
valley with its square doors leading into the warm chambers within the
hillsides. Josiah looked up at me expectantly, casting a wary glance out
beyond the hills.
“Once more into the wilds, eh?” I said somberly.
“Wuhl weh cohm bak?” Josiah asked wishfully.
“I don’t know.”
Yonah hugged her coat tighter around her shoulders. “I hope so. It was
peaceful.”
I couldn’t have said it better myself, so I didn’t. I simply started down the
southern side of the hill.
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∞ 04 ∞
The Kessallite and the Bone Dancer
Once

we were free of the valley and the surrounding hills, the land
flattened out, and the grasses were bent over with the weight of the ice
and snow that clung to them. It seemed that the valley and the ring of
trees along the rim of it had protected us from the harsher weather
outside it. Yonah complained incessantly about the cold, but I could tell
from looking at her that she was warmer now that she was moving. I
dared not stop to rest long, simply because the wind bit to the bone out
in the open as we were. On we pushed, the frozen grasses tinkling
together with our passage.
As I went, I felt the taint of wrongness grow stronger. My eyes
continually scanned the horizon, but there was nothing that I could see. I
worried that it might be Arana again, amongst other things. There were
so many deadly things that it could have been, and here I was without a
single extra soul to empower me.
Even the weight of a soul’s demands would have been preferable to
being out here alone in my body to face whatever might happen to be
waiting for us. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a trap, and yet I
was drawn to it by my nature none-the-less.
We camped huddled together that night, unable to build a fire for lack of
adequate fuel. Body warmth was all we had to share, and it was hard to
wake up the next morning, so cold and stiff were we. Every one of my
aches and pains seemed to have returned by morning, which was
disheartening after working so hard for months to be healthy and strong
again. There is nothing like another day of walking to warm you up
though. We ate as we walked and used our body heat to melt water
skins that had frozen overnight.
Near the end of the second day, when the light was waning, we cleared
the open fields and the ground began to rise in elevation again. The bent
grasses gave way to shrubberies and larger vegetation. Then we saw
rows upon rows of apple trees, each bare of branches and devoid of fruit.
Smoke rose from twin chimneys of a broad complex that seemed to
house not only the landowners but also the entire harvesting operation.
As we looked around at the first real settlement besides the valley that
we’d seen in months, I caught a strong whiff of whatever it was we had
been tracking. Josiah’s hand clenched tightly on the hilt of his long knife
as I slung my spear off my shoulder and gripped it with both of my gloved
hands.
Yonah looked at us in a wild-eyed manner as if we were crazy and
asked, “What is it? I don’t see anything wrong.”
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“Neither do I, but I can smell it.”
“I don’t smell anything strange.” She insisted.
“Stay here.” I ordered, stepping down into the first row of orchard trees.
Josiah followed right up behind me, and I had to turn and shake my
head at him before he stayed put. I could sense his distress at not being
able to come along, so I glanced briefly at Yonah. He nodded knowingly
and stepped back to defend her.
I walked down further into the orchard, looking from side to side and
pausing from time to time to listen. There was nothing out of the ordinary
that I could see or hear, but I could feel the corruption and tarnish
nearby. Twirling the spear in my hands I looked around again, and then I
cast my senses out of my body to see if I could see whatever it was with
my non-physical senses.
Almost immediately I saw something. The ground near me was boiling
and churning, and there was a smear of reddish black across my senses.
I slammed my spirit back into my body and stepped back. My nostrils
were assailed with a putrid scent immediately upon returning to my body,
and I was choking on the scent as the ground burst open.
A being of white, grey, and raw flesh colors flew out of the ground,
landing lightly beside the hole it’d made. As I lowered my spear to defend
myself, a protrusion on its arm stretched out, stabbing at me. Like a
piece of rubber or a length of warm wax, it simply stretched out from the
creature’s body and stabbed at me like a spear.
I knocked the protrusion aside, amazed at how solid and substantial it
felt against the haft of my spear. Immediately the spine shrank back
down and the creature straightened, coming to its full height of only five
and a half feet. Its eyes were dark pits and the creature’s skin seemed to
be a bony carapace of some sort, but I couldn’t tell if it was part of it
naturally, or if it had just collected bones and made itself a suit or skin
out of them.
It leaned forward toward me, hissing with an open mouth that dribbled
fluids of an ochre color. At once a half dozen of the spines came darting
at me. One pierced my trapezius muscle to the left of my neck, and
another narrowly missed stabbing through the meat of my calf, grazing it
instead. I stumbled back, feeling the burning wounds it had dealt me.
Blood dripped down my chest and back from where the spine had
pierced clean though the muscle beside my neck, creating a hole I
imagined to be somewhat bigger than a crossbow bolt might have made.
Josiah howled from back at the edge of the orchard and started running
down to help me despite my cries for him to stay back. I battled the
creature, deflecting the spines when they came at me, but they could
twist and stab at me as if they were made of rubber, while they were
somehow still hard as steel when they met my flesh. Even when I
switched over to my axe and cut two of them off, it didn’t seem to pain
the creature at all. Only the aid of the wind, which guided my motions
and helped deflect the lethal stabs of the spines kept me alive.
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And then Josiah was there. The snow from the ground and bare
branches of the trees rose and pelted the creature, stinging its eyes and
filling its mouth. It reeled as the snow gathered and slammed into its
abdomen, lifting it off the ground and throwing it away from us, but that
didn’t phase it more than a moment.
It came after us again, stabbing at both of us with its spines that
sometimes reached lengths of a dozen feet or more. It was like trying to
fend off a half-dozen pikemen all at once, and we were failing. Josiah
tried to attack it again, but it stabbed him through the arm, piercing his
little bicep muscle and tearing back through as it retracted. He hissed in
pain, eyes wide and afraid.
I bellowed in anger and threw myself at it, somehow managing with my
greater than average speed and strength to reach the beast and drive
my axe blade right into its sternum. I heard cracking as the blade hit
home, but I never saw how deep my axe bit into it. The creature spit a
mouthful of its ochre saliva at me, covering my face and burning my
eyes.
Gasping in pain as if I’d just had the skin torn off my face, I dropped my
axe and stumbled away. Another of its spines pierced my side then as I
tripped and fell among the trees. I clawed at my face, wiping the ochre
off my face with my sleeve and cloak, but I could still barely see.
Josiah shouted aloud with a tongueless cry of rage, redoubling his
attack, using the snow to pummel the creature. There were thumping
noises and the sounds of more battle, but then he went quiet.
Shakily, I got back to my feet. Yonah was near me then, so I can only
conclude I’d been laying down for some time.
“He’s gone.” She said weakly, unbelieving.
“Who?” I rasped, my nose and throat raw from inhaling the creature’s
caustically vaporous saliva.
“Josiah. The thing took him.”
I looked around me then, my face pale with pain and concern, albeit red
and irritated from the ochre. All I could manage to say was, “No.”
Despite my various pains, I started following the creature immediately,
and Yonah was hard-pressed to keep up with me. I refused to give
ground to the thing, even if I had no idea how to defeat it.
Cursing my inadequacy, I hurried through the endless rows of fruit
trees. As I ran, I pressed a rag to my wounds to staunch the blood, but
the constant motion of my running prevented the more grievous wounds
from closing. At one point, I had to stop, but that was just to scrub my
face clean with snow, which seemed to get the last of the burning fluid off
my face.
I’m sure I looked awful, probably even horribly sunburned or something,
but I didn’t have time to ponder that. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder why
it took the boy, and not me. Why take either of us? Surely anything that
might have controlled that creature would have wanted us dead, but then
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again it could be operating on its own. I just didn’t know. There were too
many unanswered questions and too many possibilities.
About nightfall, as we continued to trail behind the creature but make no
discernable progress in catching up to it, we came upon an abandoned
campsite. There were signs of battle or a disturbance. The hemlock trees
that made a windbreak for the camp had branches snapped off, and
there were scuffle marks along the ground where the snow, which was a
couple inches deep here, had been scraped aside. Most telling though,
were the crimson splashes across the otherwise pristine snow.
Beyond the copse of trees, there was a small mound, about the size of
a body, where rocks, branches, and some soil had been dug up and
used to build a cairn of sorts. A blue-grey soul sat atop the cairn, the soul
of a large man – obviously a warrior of sorts from his bulk and the
intangible weapons that he carried even after death.
He looked up at me, and immediately I could tell there was something
different about him. His features and coloring, even in a bluish-hued form
as he was, were not those of a child of Wonne, who birthed the father of
most of the world’s people. He wasn’t a Messannite either, which would
have been one of my kind.
“A Kessallite.” I muttered, amazed.
“What?” Yonah asked, sinking to the ground to rest.
I ignored her, and stepped over to the soul, opening my arms to
encourage the soul to come to me. I could feel his need for vengeance
before I reached him, and I hoped it would help fuel me to retrieve
Josiah.
It was interesting, because I’d never carried a Kessallite soul before –
nor had any of my kind as far as I knew. It was a strong, fresh soul.
Freshly killed, only a couple hours before as near as I could tell. Too my
pleasant surprise, I found that it had been the same creature that had
abducted Josiah that had killed this man. I had an inkling that might be
so, what with the camp lying on the creature’s trail and all, but his desire
for vengeance against the creature fit right in with my own goals. Finally,
I had the boost in strength I would need. A little more always helps
though.
Then, as I was regaining control of my body, I saw the whites of a pair
of eyes looking out of the darkness at me. One glowed strangely. I barely
had time to draw my spear to defend myself before he was upon me.
Yonah screamed behind me, and I backed toward her to keep myself
between the attacker and her. In the moonlight, my attacker’s sickle-like,
hooked sword gleamed red. It was bronze. When my attacker came
further into the light, I saw that he too, was a Kessallite, and apparently
the companion of the man buried in the cairn. I took a chance, lowering
my weapon slightly.
“I mean you no harm. In fact, I feel that we are after the same enemy.”
The man blinked, his muscled chest heaving beneath a layered linen
tunic with each breath as he contained his fury. “How do you mean?”
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His voice was deep and rumbling. I stepped back slightly, eyeing him
appraisingly. Even with an extra soul in me, he might be more powerful
than me, and the curious glow in his left eye felt almost like a soul or
even a Dellanille.
“Your friend here, he was killed by the same creature that attacked me
and took the boy who is our companion. I take care of him, and need to
retrieve him before it is too late.”
“That’s why we attacked the creature in the first place – to rescue the
boy. We didn’t know who he was though.”
“I don’t understand. Why would you attack such a thing anyway, and
what are Kessallites doing here?”
His eyes flashed when I mentioned the word ‘Kessallites.’ As I had
looked him over, he looked me over, and his left eye seemed to bore into
me, unveiling my secrets. After a moment, his intent gaze softened.
“I see. I wondered how it was that you knew what I am, but you are a
child of Messanna, and a very special one it seems.”
“And you? You never answered my questions.”
“We are demon hunters. My companion and I crossed the seas to track
a demon who had escaped our hunt in the savannahs of our homeland.”
His eyes drifted to the mound where his friend had been buried. “I look
for it still.”
“And this creature, have you seen its like before?”
“No, but that will not stop me from hunting it down and avenging my
companion. Many years have we hunted together - he the slayer and I
the holder.”
“Holder?”
“Yes. My eye. It contains the essence of a Dellanille. With it, I can seize
and hold a demon, allowing my companion to deliver a killing blow. It
didn’t work tonight, and now I am short a companion.”
I stared incredulously at his eye, trying to imagine what it had taken to
imbue with the essence of a demon, but then I saw that it was another
color than the second eye. “You tore out the eye of a demon and let it
grow into your own head?” I said in wonder, half questioning.
“Yes.” He said simply.
“But it will continue to grow until it has taken your body over. You will be
corrupted one day.”
The dark man shrugged as if this was an inconsequential worry. “And
that is the day my companion was to kill me. We waste time here, carrier
of my companion’s soul, can we hasten after the beast?”
I glanced at Yonah, who looked frightened of the hulking man, and then
I nodded to him. “Yes. Let us go.”
She looked at us wearily, ashamed to say, “I can’t go any further. I am
beyond my means. My energy is gone, and my legs will not lift again.”
The Kessallite nodded toward his camp. “Use what’s left of our fire.
Stay here until we return. It won’t be but a day or two.”
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“A day?” She said worriedly, and then turned pleadingly to me and said,
“Gage?”
I shook my head at her. “You know I must.”
She nodded and hugged her coat about her tighter, assuming an
expression of resignation.
“Can you run then, Messannite?”
“Yes, but first, tell me what to call you.”
“S’bule.”
“I am Gage.” I told him.
He nodded briefly. “Let us run then, Gage, for we have a demon to
catch.”
And we did. Despite his bulk, he was a fast and tireless man. I knew
that we would catch the creature now, if only Josiah could wait for us.
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∞ 05 ∞
Showdown
My lungs burned with the effort of running and from the cold air. My legs
felt like rubber, and I knew that if I were to stop moving, they’d wobble
and give out. They were numb from lifting and falling so many times over
the last few hours, even with the added endurance the spirit S’bule’s
companion gave me.
The tracks from the creature were getting fresher with each hour
though, and I had no doubt that dawn would come, and we’d be
overtaking the beast. That still left the problem of actually dealing with
the creature when we found it though. After all, it had managed to defeat
a concerted attacked from Josiah and I. It had also managed to defend
from an attack by S’bule and his dead companion, who were demon
hunters.
What that told me, was that this creature was not a demon. Had it been
a Dellanille, I’d have felt it and known it. This was something entirely
different, but no less deadly. It also had a very constructed or
manufactured look and feel to it.
The wind embraced me as we ran, lightening my steps as we ran
through fields, passing homesteads, frozen creeks, and hills. I don’t
know how fast we ran, but we hardly left footprints. More than once I saw
him look over at me in wonder as our feet skimmed along the ground. I
grinned, knowing that he too was being carried along by the winds, and
that the earth was giving way to us as well so that our feet did not fail us.
This spoke volumes to me. It said that the earth and the winds
themselves wished this unnatural being’s life to come to an end, and we
were the instruments it had selected to do the deed. I only wished that
the winds would speak to me and tell me how to defeat the creature, or
who made it.
Along the outlying settlements, I picked up three more souls. They’d all
died in years past, and their needs were weak, so weak in fact that I
hardly noticed their arrival. They were a bluish glow that slid into me and
strengthened my limbs and lungs. They gave up their own needs to
accommodate my need to rescue Josiah, and S’bule’s companion’s need
for vengeance on his murderer.
Light came up over the horizon, just a sliver of reddish-gold. It looked
like a plate of hammered bronze in firelight. I lowered my eyes to the
fresh tracks in front of me and pushed on harder. Just minutes later, I
smelled the thing’s taint.
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“We’re close.” I gasped toward S’bule, unable to spare a full breath to
speak.
He nodded and pushed ahead.
Something about the situation made me laugh, and to this day I’m not
sure what it was. My laugh must have been infectious though, because
S’bule’s joined mine as we crashed headlong through a grove of trees.
No branches whipped our faces, and no roots tried to trip us. We saw
with tunnel vision, following the taint on the wind as if it were a lighted
trail for us.
Ahead, we saw the creature, rumbling along and stirring up snow and
the detritus of the forest floor where little snow had fallen in the shadow
of the towering hardwoods we ran among. The earth and wind fought it,
while it helped us. Josiah was being carried under its arm, secured in
place by four of the creature’s spines, which it had wrapped all the way
around his waist like a coiling vine. It was aware of us, and it knew we
would catch it. Baring its teeth and bracing its legs, it turned to receive
our charge.
Without breaking pace, I unslung my axe and charged. S’bule roared
beside me as we ran, his bronze sickle-sword flashing free of its
restraints across his shoulders. Spines shot out of the creature’s chest
and shoulders to ward us away, but even the threat they offered would
not stop me now.
I was pierced twice as I delivered my axe unto the thing’s right
shoulder. My knuckles cracked and my ligaments strained as muscles
threatened to shear right off the bones. I might have even bent the axe
handle as it slammed into the creature, spinning it in a circle as I relieved
it of its arm.
S’bule hacked at it from behind, whirling past it as the creature spun.
He caught the creature’s left arm at the elbow, and the bronze weapon
curled around the arm, ripping the forearm off.
Josiah fell to the ground with the ruined arm, for the spines that had
held him against the creature’s hip as he ran retracted then. Perhaps it
was instinctive of it to retract its spines to defend itself, or maybe it
decided it’d need them all in this fight and that his captive wasn’t as
important as we were at the moment - I wasn’t going to argue. Josiah
was loose and scrambling into the safety of the trees.
Blood slickened my chest where I’d been stabbed by the spines, and I
could feel a trickle of my life’s fluid running down my chin, catching in the
beard I had been cultivating for the last couple months. I laughed again,
raising my axe in both hands.
“Josiah?”
“I’m heuh!” He shouted from behind a tree, darting to hide behind yet
another one that was closer to us.
“Stay back from it.” I ordered.
S’bule grinned rakishly at me. “I knew we’d get him back.”
96

AFTERLIVES
The creature faced us again, its dozen or more spines feeling at its
wounds as it hissed at us. Ochre saliva dribbled down its chest from its
mouth. Its head wavered as it occasionally shrieked in what seemed
anger as much as pain.
“Ready?” S’bule asked me.
“What’s the plan?”
“Hack it to pieces. I don’t know that anything else will work. Go for it’s
head.”
“Fair enough.”
As we stepped forward, sliding to the creature’s flanks, it’s spines shot
out at us, stretching twenty feet or more and snaking around angrily to
lash at us when we backed away. Other spines from the creature
wrapped around the severed limbs and lifted them back to where they
belonged. Viscous, greenish blood dripped down onto the severed parts,
gluing them in place like an epoxy.
“I didn’t expect that.” I muttered.
S’bule threw himself at the creature then, striking at it before it could
completely reattach its limbs. As he reached the first attacking spines, he
split his sword. The bronze sickle-blade parted down the middle, each
half a mirror of the other. He twirled among the spines, hacking them off
wherever his blades struck them.
Lacking that sort of weapon myself, I switched to my spear, and went
after the thing’s head. With four souls in me, my strength and speed
were far beyond a normal human, but the thing was still a bit quicker
than me. As I ran in and threw my spear like a javelin, it twisted out of the
way, and the spear took it through the neck, just above the left
collarbone. It howled and twisted. My spear looked like an extra one of
its spines, other than the fact that it sprouted out of an unnatural place –
even for such a strange creature such as it.
S’bule was knocked aside, lifted and thrown through the air by a halfdozen of the spines. When he stood again, he wobbled groggily on his
feet. He had at least a dozen wounds, each which bled his crimson blood
into his linen shirt of near white.
The creature focused its attack on me then, stinging me once across
the forehead with one of its tendrils, and again across the right forearm. I
had gone back to my axe since I’d spent my spear already, and I just
wasn’t as fast with it as this creature was with its spines.
We gave ground, working our way back together.
“Josiah?” I called out, slapping away another attack from the creature.
“Yuhs?”
“We’re going to hit it all at once, together, the three of us.”
S’bule looked at me and he nodded. “Before we cannot.”
His words told much. Despite the wounds we’d inflicted on the creature,
it was no worse off than we were. It didn’t even seem to miss full use of
its damaged arms that much. Why would it when it had a dozen other
limbs that seemed to grow back no matter how much we cut them?
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“Go for the head and the heart. I’ll lead.” I said wearily, panting with the
efforts of my previous attacks.
The creature knew we were coming, and it hissed, spraying a faint mist
of its ochre saliva at us. It stung where it touched our skin, but it was an
act of defiance, no more.
Gathering the power of the spirits within me, and the cooperation of the
winds and earth, I ran at the creature one last time. Three times it struck
me as I charged, painful but shallow wounds. Then it seemed to look
down in confusion at the earth that bound its feet in place. Winds tore at
my hair and clothes as they brushed the creature’s spines aside for me.
They parted like rows of corn, and I hit the creature with all I had, square
in the sternum.
My axe stuck in, knocking the creature back. With its feet anchored, its
arms pinwheeled as it tried to remain standing. I spun to the side as a
rush of ice and snow from Josiah drove into the creature’s upper half,
tearing bits of its bony carapace off and slamming my axe in deeper.
S’bule came last, scissoring the halves of his sickle-blade in opposition
across the creature’s neck.
Then all was silent. The three of us stood there watching as the
creature blinked in confusion. It’s bony carapace split down the middle,
falling off its chest like halves of a peanut shell. The bare flesh of a man,
or of what was once a man laid bare before us. The helmet-like piece of
the carapace fell off next. There was little left there that was identifiable
as human, now or ever. The lower jaw of the man had been replaced
with something that just wasn’t human, whatever it was. Its neck was
torn from where my spear had entered, and its eyes were two tar-colored
holes.
Strangest of all, was the way the man’s heart glowed red even through
his skin. Runes surrounded the man’s heart, wrapping around his entire
pectoral muscle. He laughed and clutched at his heart, which strained
and glowed brighter.
S’bule’s eye glowed as I looked at him in wonderment. Josiah’s mouth
hung open in abject horror at what he saw.
He sank to his knees and gasped for air.
I stepped over, collected my spear, which had fallen out of his neck at
some time during the last few minutes of battle. One of the creature’s
spines must have knocked it out. I kicked him onto his back, and placed
the tip of my spear over the glowing heart.
“Please?” The man-thing rasped.
I shoved the spear into his heart, and he fell over backward, crying out
in an unearthly manner. His mouth strained to tear itself open beyond
what was possible, and the heart burst, exploding open the chest cavity
of what had once been a man. Cursed blood spattered my face and
chest, and the runes around the ruined heart glowed dangerously.

98

AFTERLIVES
I covered my eyes and backed away. My spear melted as the flesh
around the ruined heart glowed like embers, the rune-covered flesh
peeling and curling up like blackened paper in a fire.
Then, the spirits left me and I slumped to the ground.
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∞ 06 ∞
Short of Answers
“What was it?” Yonah asked, afraid to hear the answer. Her eyes and
mouth were tight with worry.
“I have never seen the likes of it.” S’bule said.
They looked to me. I looked away, into the fire that lay in the center of
the camp where we had left Yonah. The crackling logs reminded me too
much of that man’s heart as it burnt out.
“I have.” I said finally.
They looked at me as moments of awkward silence racked up. I lifted
my head to face them, my mouth fumbling to come up with words to
explain the sinking feeling that had settled over my heart. “Those were
the marks of Juheinnem on its chest, under that carapace. When I
destroyed the outpost of the blood cult, they had warriors branded
similarly, but without the shells around them. Apparently they’re refining
their craft.”
“What are they made of?” S’bule asked, absently itching at one of the
many bandages on his chest.
“They’ve imbued a body and that shell with the power of blood taken
from innocents, imbued through dark rituals that invoke the name and
power of Juheinnem.”
“Juheinnem is sealed away though, you said that before.” Yonah
insisted.
“Was. I truly think now that he or some part of him has finally escaped. I
also know we haven’t seen the last of the blood cults and their horrible
creatures – their abominations.”
“Wuh theh wahn meh?” Josiah asked, his eyes innocent and wide.
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“They must need him for something, perhaps even to corrupt into one of
their creatures.” S’bule suggested.
Yonah shot the Kessallite a dirty look, and hugged Josiah protectively
to her side. “You’ll scare him.”
“Good, because I’m scared.” He said flatly and honestly.
“What of you, S’bule? Your companion is dead, but your purpose is not.
Will you come with us?”
“We shall see. I have much to think on. My heart aches to be back in
my homeland, ranging the savannahs with my people once more,
instead of sitting in this frozen wilderness. But my companion, R’nal,
would rest uneasily in his foreign grave if I didn’t see this through to the
end. Perhaps I will go with you to see and end of these blood cults you
speak of.”
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“There is need here for you, and we will not turn you away.” I said,
nodding to the man who regarded me with his mismatched eyes.
He nodded back, and I couldn’t help but wonder how a man used to
solitude like myself had ended up with another companion. I smiled at
the irony.
“The danger will only get worse.” Yonah said ominously, peering into
the fire.
I could not disagree.
We sat there then, the four of us: a child of Wonne, a child of
Messanna, a child of Kessalla, and a young boy whose nature I could not
discern.
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∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
In the weeks that followed our rescue of Josiah from the Bone Dancer,
S’bule proved to be a valuable companion many times over.
Despite being a man out of his element, he was a skilled hunter. It
surprised me that his tracking and hunting skills so easily transferred
from the savannahs of his homelands to the frozen grasslands and
forests that we traveled through. Our stomachs never wanted for food,
even if the variety was sometimes lacking. Being winter as it was, spices
and other seasonings were hard to come by, but he knew of ways to
cook using tree saps and bark to give flavor to our food.
I can’t say that Yonah much appreciated the man, for he objected to her
mothering of Josiah, commenting frequently about how she must be
trying to soften the boy. Josiah was entranced by the dark man’s stories
of his wild land and the demons he had hunted there. The boy would get
a far off look as he absorbed the colorful tales, as if her were truly seeing
the events play back in his mind.
S’bule and I sharpened our skills with our weapons every morning. For
too long I had relied on the strength of souls to keep my edge against my
enemies, and my failure to protect Josiah from the Bone Dancer haunted
me. I pushed myself, and despite S’bule’s greater strength and
endurance, I knew I was quicker and perhaps a more creative fighter.
Often Josiah and Yonah woke to the sounds of his bronze weapons
clanging against my iron ones, sparking in the brisk morning air and
rising up a raucous noise. Josiah would watch us in wonderment, and
insist on getting a few drills of his own, usually with the knife I had given
him or with a longer hunting knife from S’bule that was more of a
machete than a knife.
S’bule was useful in other ways too. More than once, he helped carry
extra supplies, or he’d sit Josiah on his shoulders and carry him a few
extra miles after the boy’s energy had faded for the day. Yonah didn’t
have that luxury though, and it was hardest on her to keep up. What she
lacked in strength and endurance, she made up for in dogged
determination. She simply wouldn’t allow herself to be a burden, and if
she was more tired at night than the rest of us, she was always up in the
morning and ready to move when it was time.
We traveled ever south; for that’s the direction my heart and my senses
pulled me. The others never questioned my lead. They simply knew that
I could feel something on the high winds when I cast my soul about that
drew me inexorably toward it. I’d never felt such a taint before, and it
terrified me to think what it might be that I could feel it so strongly from so
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far away. It was such a strong pull that I was able to avoid the lesser
disturbances that were nearer, disturbances that I might have otherwise
been compelled to seek out.
The place to which I went felt like a bright sun when compared to the
lesser needs of the nearer souls, which felt like little more than candles
or small fires. Still, there were a few that I stopped to help. After the
recent struggles I’d had, the final wishes of these souls seemed rather
meager, but I am not one to complain when a task set before me is easy.
I helped one man by leading his son to his bones, so that he could be
buried properly. Another I simply had to say goodbye to a woman’s
family for her, and if they didn’t believe, that the message I scrawled as if
in her own hand and left with a memento that only she would have
known about, was from her, than it is their loss.
Souls don’t always need you to move the world for them. Sometimes
they just want a taste of home that one last time and closure. They just
need to say goodbye.
Would that it was always so easy.
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∞ 01 ∞
A Story of His Homelands
S’bule was a never-ending source of intrigue for Josiah. Sometimes I
think I was somewhat jealous that I was no longer the center of his world,
but at the same time I knew he needed more socialization and more of a
family than just me. And, should anything ever happened to me, I could
think of none better than S’bule to take the lead and see that the boy was
safe. This is not to say that Yonah wouldn’t die for the boy, and I know
she would, but she simply didn’t have the means to protect him like
S’bule did.
On a rare evening when we actually had enough fuel from the nearby
trees to have a fire all night, we sat around the fire talking. As we spoke,
we sharpened and honed our blades and weapons. The head of my
spear had yet to be forged anew after it had been destroyed upon
plunging it into the heart of the Bone Dancer, but my axe was still intact.
S’bule honed his strange sickle-blades one at a time until they gleamed
like the fire of morning sun across the calm water of a lake. Josiah
emulated us, though his knives scarce needed the honing. Yonah simply
watched and listened as she cooked. S’bule spoke of the dark continent
of his birth.
“Asora, the land of my people, is vast. As far as the eye can see,
grasslands stretch. If you walked sunup to sundown for a week, you’d
not see a mountain or a sea. Water falls but seldom, and when it does it
drenches everything with a torrent of water.” S’bule said, smiling as he
thought of his home.
He continued after a moment’s consideration and a nudge from Josiah
who wanted to hear more. “Great felines of golden fur and great manes
prowl in search of prong-horned antelope, while packs of cackle-dogs
wait to fight for the scraps left behind. Sometimes though, there is a
great matriarch among the herd of antelope, one with a power rack like a
great trident branched many times. He alone among his kind is a match
for the great cats, and more than once I have seen a great hunter cat fall
to the spear-like trees that grow from the heads of the matriarch male.”
“My people are nomads. We never live in one place too long. Instead,
our tribe moves from waterhole to waterhole, for water is life among my
people. We do not have ice and the cold snows that your people have, or
the lush greenery and vineyards that your people can support in these
moist, dark soils. No, my homelands are a place of tawny grasses and
mustard-colored leaves. We have sandy soil and few trees, and those
trees that do grow are twisted and strange where yours are arrowstraight and stretch far into the sky. Great flocks of long-necked birds live
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among them, heckling the great cats who cannot climb high enough to
reach them.”
“And your people? What do you live on?” I asked.
“Meat quite frequently, although there are large roots the size of a
man’s head that can be found and harvested, as well as legumes and
some seeded berries that you can find if you know where to look.”
“That doesn’t sound like you have much variety.” Yonah commented,
sniffing a bit derisively.
“We rejoice what we do have, and don’t complain if our palates are not
tantalized with rich flavors. Still, we have our delicacies. In my time in
your lands, I have never tasted anything that makes my mouth as
pleased as the heart-meat of a boar or the liver of an antelope steeped in
honey.”
“Mine are a simple people. We live in small groups, for the land won’t
support many of us at one time, and children often die because life is
harsh. We learn to take what joys we can in life – kinship, the thrill of the
hunt, and the warmth of a woman beside you.”
Josiah nodded along, buying into S’bule’s people’s philosophy of life
almost completely, despite the fact that he didn’t know or understand all
of which S’bule said. Yonah frowned at him, presumably not wanting him
to hear about the pleasures a man and a woman take from each other. I
couldn’t help but grin.
“Whuh braht yuh heah?” Josiah asked.
S’bule frowned for a moment, decoding what Josiah had said and
thinking of an answer. “Why would a man leave a land he loved so
much?”
Josiah nodded. I looked up from my axe for a moment, because it was
a question I too had pondered.
“Duty.” He answered finally, tapping just below his demon eye. “I was –
and am still – a demon hunter. In such a harsh and wild land, demons
thrive. Some say we escaped the dark recesses of the earth centuries or
millennia ago, where we had been the servants of demons, and that’s
why they plague us so. They seek to reclaim their dominion over us, so
some of us are chosen to devote our lives to killing them. We give up
women and our tribal affiliations, becoming wanderers that all tribes are
duty-bound to feed and aid as best they can.”
“Only the greatest hunters are chosen for such an honor, but it is not a
calling to take lightly. Many die trying. As a group, we are sent out to
hunt a demon. As many as a dozen of us go together, and when we find
a demon, we must cut a part of its body off, and trade it for our own.
Some choose a hand or an ear, or even something as small as a finger. I
chose an eye.”
“After I cut the eye out of the demon, it fled, killing a number of us. It
was no use though, because with its eye, I could always find it. I tracked
it and held it while my companions slayed it. I then chose one from
among the survivors, my now-deceased companion R’nal, to accompany
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me as my partner in the hunt. The others found more demon hunter
chosen ones and hunted the next demon. Many of them took body parts
of the dead demon as their own or forged their weapons in its blood.”
“R’nal and I stalked and destroyed over a dozen demons before we
were led here. It was a great chase, one that has not yet ended.” He
trailed off, his eyes going to a long-bladed spear that had been R’nal’s
before he died.
“No? What was it that was so important that you would cross a
dangerous sea and hunt among our people for a demon that eluded
you?” I asked.
“Among the demons, there are many types, but there are a few that are
more powerful than others, almost on an entirely different level of power
and abilities. They are the Greater Tier Demons. It was one of these that
we hunted. We had killed all of the demon’s lesser servants and were
going for the beast himself. Another demon hunter pair was working with
us. He killed them and then ran from us when we got too close. The
chase led all the way to the edge of our continent, where we found that
he had crossed the sea on a trade vessel from a foreign land that had
docked at one of the few ports on Asora.”
“We booked passage with what items of value we had, and came here.
For a year we’ve searched for him, but whenever we find a trace, he
slips away. Now R’nal is dead and I have lost all signs of the demon
lord.”
“Perhaps he has something to do with what we are facing now?” Yonah
wondered aloud.
“It’s possible, but perhaps too much to hope for that we have a common
enemy.”
“Even if the demon lord is not at the heart of this, we have no love for
the Dellanille.” I said, using the proper name for demons. “I would gladly
destroy any I came across, so we do have a common enemy. Our
enemies just might be more numerous than we would wish.”
S’bule laughed, flashing his white teeth. “One can never have too few
enemies, Gage.”
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∞ 02 ∞
Ever Southward
The

bleakness grew as we traveled south. How I had not noticed it
before I’ll never know, because it was so invasive now, entering even my
dreams at night. I couldn’t go more than a few minutes every day without
feeling the wrongness to the south like an oily film on my skin.
S’bule’s animated chatter about his homelands and his normally
indomitable spirit was quelled as even he began to sense the oppressive
taint to the south. Josiah and Yonah were silent and reserved as we
passed through the frost-covered orchards of Turngrove, and went
beyond them into the headwaters of the Zehnsurten River.
The land rose beneath our feet, climbing toward a ridge of mountains
further south. Their grayish-purple peaks were strangely inviting,
considering what I felt beyond them. We grew closer now, perhaps two
weeks out from them, or maybe less. Mountains are tricky things to
gauge in terms of travel time, because you never know how easy it is to
find a pass through them. More than once I’ve had to backtrack and seek
another route around an insurmountable blockage in an otherwise clear
pass. Even the season in which you try to cross a range of mountains
can make a big difference.
This time, there were others with me to consider too. I’d been alone the
last time I’d crossed mountains - the Ansilde Mountains that time. I
hadn’t had Josiah and Yonah with me – S’bule I had no real worries
about, despite his incomplete acclimation to our colder climate. I could
tell in the way he moved stiffly sometimes that the cold was getting the
better of him, while I felt at home in the cold because of my homelands in
the far north.
Let’s just say I had my doubts about getting the four of us over those
mountains unless we found an easy path through them. The Morensit
Range is a bit harsher, taller, and sharper inclined than the Ansilde
Mountains are.
“What are these mountains called?” Yonah asked one day, perhaps
three days out from them. Her lips were cracked and her face bluish from
the cold.
“The Morensit Range. It means ‘Great Knife’ in my people’s language.”
“Great Knife?” S’bule said querulously.
“Yes. We believe that Al-Nahazzarum’s birth caused a great split in the
land as the earth spit him from its fiery womb. It as if a knife were
dragged across the land, and the mountains were formed from the land
forced to either side by the knife’s passing.” I explained.
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Yonah frowned and assumed a defeated and weary look. “Then there
are two rows of mountains?”
I nodded. “Yes. There’s a deep valley between them. Sometimes it’s a
deep rift or chasm, but if we cross in the right place, it won’t be that bad –
just a barren field of rock and ice.”
“Sounds inviting.” S’bule said with a grin, pushing himself up off the
rock he sat on. “My bones freeze as we wait, and there are many miles
between us and the enemy.”
“Ti-uhd.” Josiah said to me as he watched S’bule started toward the
mountains again.
I knelt in front of him, and let him climb onto my back so that I might
carry him. He was smart enough to not let foolish pride prevent him from
taking my aid. He’d need his strength when we reached the mountains
anyway.
I sat beside S’bule as we waited for Yonah and Josiah to return from
Perneth, a nearby village that sat nestled in the arms of the mountains
before us. Like two long fingers, great masses of rock stood out from the
otherwise fairly straight mountain range. A frozen waterfall hung in
hundred foot tall sections along the back of the small divide that the
village laid in.
It was little more than a mining town really. Prospectors would hunt in
teams for gold, silver, and gems in the mountains, which they’d carry to
the town in exchange for supplies, drink, women, and whatever other
simple pleasures the modest town offered. Sadly, it was not the men
doing the hard and dangerous work of prospecting or even the actual
mining of the minerals and metals that were found that made all the
money from the riches – it was the minor nobles in the area who the
miners and prospectors worked for that grew rich from the land.
That’s always the way life seems to work though. It’s the men
bankrolling the hard work of the poor that get richer, while those who
actually do the work die young from a life of backbreaking labor. I’m not
hoping to change the way life works, I just have some sympathy for the
downtrodden, because my life is hardly a picnic. I understand what it is to
work hard and sacrifice your body and gain little from it.
S’bule frowned at me. I caught the expression out of the corner of my
eye, and looked away from the town and over at him instead. We were
sharpening our weapons again, having dulled them somewhat in our
sparring earlier in the morning, but I had paused to look out at the town.
“You seem lost in thought.” S’bule ventured. “Are you worried about
what lies beyond the hills, or is it that you think Yonah is not capable of
buying supplies for a journey like this even though you gave her a
specific list?”
I shrugged. “I’m just thinking. I’m sure she’s capable.”
“Still, you’d rather have gone with her.”
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“Perhaps. I just don’t know what kind of souls are going to be in a city
like that. I’m sure there are a lot of broken dreams and broken men
there. That’s bound to mean some souls to free, and yet I can’t feel any.
This disturbance to the south is so pervasive that it overwhelms anything
else I might feel.”
“I don’t envy your ability to sense these things then. I can’t do much
more than track a single enemy and hold him with this eye of mine.”
“How does that work?” I asked, pounding on the blade head of my
spear, reshaping and sharpening it. “I don’t understand how you hold a
demon with your eye.”
“I can’t say I truly understand it myself. I just know that being one with a
demon – at least in part – allows me to hold them in their form so that
they cannot escape. Otherwise, you might slaughter a demon’s physical
form, but their essence escapes to rebuild the body elsewhere.”
“I knew a man with a demon’s hand as his own. He had to physically
grasp the demon, and then their essence couldn’t escape. That was a lot
harder than what I have to do, and one time he got a little too close to a
demon that wasn’t as injured as it pretended to be. It took four men to
gather what was left of him.”
I grimaced, imagining the viscera of a man spread about a field.
“Demons aren’t something you live long fighting against I suppose.
There’s just not much of a life expectancy dealing with something that
dangerous.”
He nodded. “Very true. As for me, I merely have to catch their gaze and
hold it unblinkingly while my partner strikes them down, and they are
destroyed.”
“Strange.”
“Is it? Stranger than a man who carries souls for a living?”
“It’s a calling, not a profession.” I replied.
He laughed, his white teeth flashing brilliantly beneath his broad nose.
“A fine distinction I’m sure, but you’re really just a mercenary for hire, and
the cost is something you have to pay – not the souls you carry.”
“I am what I am.” I said sourly, feeling more than a bit put on the spot.
S’bule stood and he pointed toward the town. I stood as well, looking to
where he pointed. Yonah and Josiah trudged back up the road, arms
heavily laden with their purchases. They had taken all we collectively had
in the way of valuables to town to buy what we’d need to cross the
mountains, because we couldn’t count on there being anything to eat
once we started climbing.
I slung my spear back in the leather loop across my back, shouldered
my rather empty pack, and started down toward them to help them carry
what they’d bought. S’bule followed. Josiah raced ahead of a more
heavily laden Yonah, excited to see us.
“Gu-ayg! Tha-buhl!” He shouted, almost tripping once in his enthusiasm
to see us.
112

AFTERLIVES
I tussled his hair and went to Yonah, slipping the heaviest of her
bundles off her shoulders. She nodded in gratitude, looking sore from
having carried so much. S’bule picked up the boy and began talking to
him about what he’d seen. I grinned, appreciative of how the big man
didn’t make the boy feel out of place or awkward even if he couldn’t
speak well with his tongue being cut out and all.
“It would have been nice to have someone else along to carry these
things…” Yonah said grumpily, trailing off.
“I told you, I can’t be sure there aren’t dozens of souls down there
waiting for help. I can’t be detoured from my goal right now. And S’bule,
well, he’s likely to scare the townsfolk. They’re not going to know what to
do with a Kessallite.” I explained for what must have been the fourth time
in the last day.
She frowned, not ready to let me off the hook yet. “I thought
Southlanders are dark though. We could have said he was one of them.”
“Southlanders are reddish, not black.”
“Oh.”
“Did you get everything?”
“Rope, food – hope you like hard travel biscuits – and whatever else
you asked for, we got.”
“What about cured meat or dried fruit?” I asked.
She sighed and gave me an apologetic look. “The meat was too
expensive. I hardly got any at all, but living this close to Turngrove, dried
fruit wasn’t expensive. I got a big pouch of it.”
“I see. I guess I need to find some money after we cross the mountains,
or we’ll all starve.”
“I don’t much relish the idea of starving. She admitted. “But we’ll get by
somehow.”
“We will.” I agreed.
“There’s a mining party leaving in the morning. We can travel with them
if you want. I already secured permission.”
I looked up from the packages I was inspecting and said, “Oh?”
She nervously glanced down at her hands and feet, not wanting to
offend me it seemed. “Well, they’ll know the way through the mountains
better than you, right? You’ve not crossed these mountains before,
right?”
“That’s correct.” I admitted. “Still, I hope you didn’t have to do anything
or pay anything to secure this right to cross with them.”
“What do you take me for?” She asked indignantly.
“Alright. I’m sorry. I just don’t know about this. It worries me.”
“Know about what?” S’bule inquired, stepping over to get in on the
conversation.
“Well, she says there’s a mining party we can travel with partway
through the mountains.”
“And? Are we going to?” He asked.
“Did you tell them about S’bule and I?” I asked her.
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“I said I had two companions, and that one was from afar.”
“Quite a way afar.” S’bule said with a broad smile. “I’ll make sure I keep
my face as hidden as I can in my hood and furs.
“That’s probably a good idea. We can always split off from them and go
another route if things don’t go well.” I mused.
Yonah sighed in relief.
“What?” I asked. “Don’t you trust my way finding?”
“Across open land, sure. Through a strange, frozen, mountain range…
I’m not sure.” She admitted.
I huffed in feigned offense, and then laughed when she rolled her eyes.
It was decided then – we’d join with the miners at least as far as their
path was our own.
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∞ 03 ∞
In the Company of Miners
We met the mining party the next morning at the entry to the mountain
pass that Yonah had been told about. There were nearly twenty of them,
and a dozen pack mules with them to carry their findings back to the
town. Each of them wore a heavy wool coat, durable gloves, and a face
mask stained dark with dust, grit, and sweat; over the back of each of
them was a pick axe or another mining implement, as well as a pack that
likely held water, food, and candles to work by the light of.
The leader of the group was a great barrel-chested man with a reddish
beard streaked through with grey. A streak of hair on his left cheek grew
in white, presumably around a scar he’d taken, most likely as a result of
his profession, although the wild look in his eyes also made me wonder if
he was a brawler when he was in town. He looked like the type that gets
powerfully drunk and causes trouble.
He looked over the four of us, his eyes lasting longest on Yonah. He
seemed surprised by S’bule’s dark face, hidden in the shadows of his
hood though it was.
“We’ll not tarry long. We have miles to put behind us today. Rough
miles over hard terrain.”
“We’ll keep up.” Yonah replied, glancing at me.
The leader’s eyes followed hers to me, and I could see the look of
question in his expression, as if he were asking me if Yonah was mine. I
sensed that he might cause trouble for her if she was available for the
taking, so I stepped forward and extended my hand.
“Gage.” I announced, giving my name.
“Kurtz.” He replied, grasping my hand firmly.
I shifted my eyes toward Yonah, and then returned my gaze to Kurtz’s
face, all the while shaking his hand. He was a powerful man, squeezing
my hand as if to crush it, but I am hardly a weakling, so I returned his
grasp in full. After a moment, understanding and disappointment crossed
his expression, but he nodded, acknowledging that Yonah was mine and
that he would not challenge that. Our handshake ended then, and he
began hollering orders for his men to move out. He took the lead into the
mountain pass.
Don’t mistake what I did as affection or any feelings of intimacy with
Yonah, because what I did was nothing of the sort. I was just looking out
for my own, and letting Kurtz think he might be able to use her as he saw
fit wasn’t going to be a good thing for our group. Better to quell any
fantasies and hopes the man might have immediately, rather than cause
a fight later.
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I don’t even think she knew what I’d done as we fell in behind the
column of men and animals. S’bule did though, and he nodded approval
to me when our eyes briefly met. Josiah frowned, deep in thought as he
tried to understand what had just happened. I sighed then, hoping the
rest of the trip through the mountains would be uneventful.
The air grew thinner as we climbed and the cold air swept around the
corners of the mountain, blasting us with its frigid breath. Even the
animals hunched together against the cold, while the men ahead of us
plodded forward stiffly. After a time, even I grew cold, and I had been
born in the deep of a blustery winter in the far north.
Toes grew cold, fingers stiff, noses numb, and lips chapped, but still we
climbed.
The path was icy and the footing treacherous in places, so we began
linking to each other with ropes around our waists. This could be
dangerous too, because if one of us slipped, they might carry the others
down to their deaths with him or her.
Yonah proved to be as sure-footed as a mule though. She had a knack
for stepping in the right place when even I slipped a bit. Josiah was
likewise at ease, despite the height and the ice, but then, he was
something of a friend to water, and it wouldn’t trip him up. S’bule and I
faired a little worse, but we survived the first day of travel with no major
incidents. To me, that is good enough.
We slept that night in a broad space where the pathway widened to
nearly thirty feet across. We packed in by the side of the mountain, lying
side by side like careful stacks of cordwood. The animals were tied to
thick spikes pounded into the rock, and they happily chewed on what
fodder they were offered while the rest of us chewed hard travel biscuits
or jerky softened by the nearly-frozen water we carried with us.
Morning came too soon, and I half expected one of the four of us to
have frostbite, but we did not. S’bule had the hardest time getting up and
moving again, being used to the warm lands of Asora. He made light of
the situation by saying that had he been frostbitten, we’d not be able to
see it because his skin was so dark. I could tell the cold pained him
though, as his lips were cracked and bleeding already.
Kurtz got us all moving early that day, stopping sometime around
midday so we could all put on crampons. The iron spikes strapped to the
bottom of our boots with leather straps, giving us all greater traction on
what was becoming a more and more treacherous way with each
passing hour.
I paid attention to our course, taking note of which turns we made when
there were forks in the path between two mountains. There were
markers with numbers and symbols here and there, and it took me a
while to realize that these were company markers. A prospector team
would locate veins of rich gems and ores, and they would sell the
location to a noble, who would then finance a team to mine out the ores.
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Of course, the prospectors wouldn’t mark the places until they’d been
paid for their findings.
Around most of the markers, there were shallow clefts in the rock that
had been mined out, or the path had been widened to allow easier
mining of surface valuables. Occasionally, shafts had been cut into the
face of the mountain, and there were actual caves and passages
hollowed out. These particular markers seemed to be rather old, and
there was no recent activity that I could discern in the way of mining this
shallow into the mountains.
We were passing one such marker during our third day out – almost at
the end of the distance we could travel with the mining team since their
journey was nearly at an end – when a howling noise came out from
around the corner of the mountain. We were high enough up that the
path ahead was foggy, perhaps part of a cloud, or a vent of steam from
the hot earth far below.
“What is it?” Yonah called ahead. “What is that noise?”
One of the miners turned and grinned. “That’s the noise of work.
They’re cutting deep into the bowels of this mountain, and she’s not
happy.”
“It feels warmer here.” S’bule announced.
I nodded, feeling the moisture on my face. It quickly froze on my
whiskers when a gust of wind came down the mountain from above to
sprinkle us with powdery snow that had gathered the night before.
We rounded the corner, and saw the broad shaft that had been
carefully hewn into the rock. I took one last look at the purple and grey
mountains spread around us as far as I could see, and then I went into
the mining shaft after the miners. My companions preceded me into the
passage. The heat grew with each step, until we reached the first broad
chamber of the shaft. It was large enough to accommodate our whole
group.
“We rest here today, and tomorrow we work.” Kurtz announced to his
men. Then he came over to us, and gave us a long hard look.
“This is where our paths together end.” I said to him, nodding in
appreciation.
“You’re truly going into the Southlands? It’s not an easy route. Had you
gone a week west of here, there’s a straight passage through the
mountains. They built a wide granite bridge over the chasm.”
“Our business couldn’t be delayed for that. It’d be a week there, and
then a week back this way once we’d passed through the mountains.”
He nodded, obviously curious as to what would make our strange group
need to pass through the mountains so urgently, but he did not ask. “You
are welcome to stay the night in here then. It’ll be warmer than out on the
cliffs.”
“I should much like that. I haven’t been this cold in my life, and the
warmth of these caverns seems like a midsummer eve after the last
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three days.” S’bule said longingly. He missed the warmth of the sun like
a lover misses their partner.
Yonah looked at me, as did Josiah. They were weary, cold, and tired,
so I nodded.
“We’ll stay the night, and move out tomorrow.”
The three of them sighed in relief, and Kurtz grinned. Even a man used
to this kind of weather like he was could appreciate their desire to stay in
a warm place for the night. I wasn’t one to lightly give up the creature
comforts that the cave offered either, since we’d probably not find its
match during the rest of our trip through the mountains.
As night fell full upon us, I felt a tug at my senses. It led me to the ledge
outside the cave, beyond the warmth of the rough-hewn passages and
the echoes of the distant clamor raised by men working stone deep
within the mountain.
A foul smell was on the wind, not one of souls unable to reach the
afterlife, but something worse: demons.
I heard footsteps behind me, and whirled around, my spear slipping off
of my shoulders and into my hands. Josiah stood there, unafraid of me,
but surprised that I had pulled my spear on him. I relaxed, and
shouldered my spear again.
“Uh fuhl thum.”
“The demons? You can feel them too?”
He nodded. “Th-buhl cahn tuh.”
I nodded in return. “I’ll bet he can. I bet that eye of his is pulsing like
mad.”
Another gust of wind carried the tainted scent back to me, but it grew
more distant now. It carried with it a taunting odor, as if to say, I know
you know I’m here, and you can do nothing about it. I grunted in disgust,
and turned back toward the cave.
“We’ll get it when the time comes. It’s playing games right now. It’s not
what we’re seeking anyway, that’s further to the south.”
Josiah nodded. “I hep.”
I ruffled his hair and we went back in to the relative warmth of the
caverns.
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∞ 04 ∞
The Heights
The next morning, the four of us bid Kurtz farewell. He sketched out our
route for us on a piece of sheepskin that I rolled up and packed back into
my backpack, and then we left after breaking our fast with the group.
I must say, I was surprised to be sad to part ways with the miners. It
had been a long time since I’d been in the company of so many people
without having to deal with souls, but at the same time it worried me that
I was becoming more of a social person who craved the interaction that
people offered.
I guess I can even surprise myself sometimes. It’s not something I want
to get used to though, because that will make going back to being a
solitary creature that much harder if and when the time came for me to
part ways with my current companions.
The wind seemed to welcome me as we stepped back into the cold
beyond the relatively seasonable caverns. Josiah and the others didn’t
feel as I did though. The three of them shrunk into their cloaks and
turned their faces from the wind’s bite.
Grinning, I set a grueling pace for the first hour or so before slowing
down when the way grew narrower and the footing more treacherous.
We traveled well into midday before I felt a disturbing rumble beneath my
feet that accompanied a wafting scent of demons on the air.
Josiah stirred nervously at my side, clasping at my arm. I nodded to
him, and pushed forward.
“Keep your weapons ready, S’bule, I feel demons on the winds.”
He nodded with a strange mix of grim determination and excitement
that I couldn’t help but feel myself. Dellanille were not something I sought
out without good reason. In fact, I’d managed to avoid them all my life
until I met up with Arana. This time, though, we had S’bule with us, and I
had a little more confidence in our ability to deal with whatever was out
there.
As long as I felt the demonic presence at the edge of my senses, it
never got too close. It would close in, and then back away, never getting
close enough for me to pinpoint its location. For that matter, I wasn’t
even sure it was just an it, and not they. The more it played with us, the
more I began to suspect that there was more than one.
With the presence of one of more demons constantly brushing against
my senses in a taunting manner, it was hard to appreciate the majesty of
what we were seeing. The grayish-purple granite rocks were giving way,
and a day’s journey or more ahead we could see the great chasm that
spanned between the two great ranges of mountains.
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Beyond the chasm laid the white peaks of snow, limestone, and other
lighter colored rock. They were not as tall as the dark mountains we
struggled through at this time, but they weren’t going to be easy to
traverse either. For that matter, we’d have to carefully cross the chasm
over one of the natural land bridges that made traversing it possible. I
only hoped that Kurtz’s directions were accurate, or we might spend
many days trying to find a good crossing place.
It was really quite breathtaking if you took a moment to look. A man
could truly see where the hand of the creator had touched this land,
pressing two land masses together perhaps, or splitting the earth in such
a way that the two halves of the confident were so different – like night
and day really, as illustrated by the colors of the mountains on either side
of the chasm.
I was in the middle of looking out from a particularly good promontory
point when the ground heaved beneath my feet, and my senses
darkened so greatly from the presence of demon taint that I felt choked
by their proximity. Like a dark cloud, they descended upon me.
My damaged spear spun free of my shoulder harness, twirling wildly in
my hands as I sought to strike what I had not yet seen. Three grayish
creatures with mottled skin traced with red and blue like gems in a vein
of dark rock stood before me, surrounding me and pushing me back
toward the ledge. Their eyes were pits of deep red, and their bodies gave
off great heat, enough to melt the ice and snow beneath my feet, making
the rock slick beneath my boots.
I had been leading the way, and the others were not yet around the
corner to see me, so I raised a shout, though I worried to do so, fearing it
might cause an avalanche that would sweep us all down the cliffs to our
deaths.
One shrieked in answer, a sound I felt the earth beneath my feet
tremble in response to. With my spear, I stabbed at the nearest one,
pushing them back and earning an extra foot of room for a scant moment
before another darted in at me. I spun the haft of the spear in my hands,
and rammed the metal-wrapped butt of the spear into the creature’s
forehead. Its head snapped back, so I pressed my momentary
advantage, striking it again in the throat.
Had it been human, I’d have crushed its trachea, but it was much more
durable than a human. I brandished my spear once more, wondering
why they did not attack more in earnest, but I knew my spear wasn’t
going to get the job done. I drew my axe instead, holding the heavy
weapon in a single hand, so I could keep them at bay with my spear too.
S’bule rounded the corner then, his feet skidding on the melting ice
despite the crampons on his boots. His eye flashed golden as he slung
out his sickle-blade. The demon nearest him rounded on him and
belched a tongue of flame at him. S’bule’s blade separated and spun in
his hands before him like a fan, deflecting the fire, though the copper
blades glowed crimson from the heat of the dissipating fire.
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I threw myself forward, hacking at the neck of the nearest demon with
my axe. It saw me coming and ducked to the side, spitting its own tongue
of fire at me. The fire licked my neck and chest, blistering flesh as my
axe bit into its shoulder.
Josiah’s familiar tongueless battle cry echoed through the mountains as
he too joined the fray. Ice from above us crashed down on the demons in
great spears that seemed to form up around the demons in an attempt to
encase them after their initial impact.
His attack, while well-meaning, was overzealous and overpowered.
S’bule was struck by a chunk of ice that threw him back, and I was
bowled over by the sheer volume of ice that smashed down on the three
demons, spilling beyond them and into me. I tumbled, rolling dangerously
close to the ledge, one leg hanging over into open air.
Steam rose from the three encased demons, and water began to pour
off them as I stood once more. And then they were free again, first one,
and then the next.
I struck the nearest with my axe, nearly splitting its skull in half down
the middle. It staggered drunkenly and fell over. Its nearest companion
swung at me angrily, and I caught its arm across the heavy blade of my
axe. My arms shivered from the impact.
To my surprise, my axe blade cracked in half and fell at my feet. I
stared at it for a moment and was nearly disemboweled for doing so. I
threw myself back away from the demon’s talons.
“Gage! Here.” S’bule called over.
I glanced over just in time to see him toss his dead demon-hunting
companion’s spear to me. The bronze tip glowed in the afternoon sun as
it spun toward me. I had just enough time to bury my own spear into the
abdomen of the demon that had shattered my axe before catching the
bronze spear.
The Kessallite spear grew warm in my hands, and I would have sworn it
had a pulse of its own had it not been impossible. Spears could not be
alive after all, could they? S’bule’s eye flashed like a strobe, and the
demon in front of him cried out, struggling to move. The demon hunter
had caught him and was holding him for me. Dodging another flame
tongue from the other uninjured demon, I drove the bronze spear into the
demon.
It pierced in as if the creature were made of sponge. The spear tore all
the way through, and I lifted the creature right off the ground, holding it
up to the sun. S’bule’s eye flashed again, and the demon screamed. It
burst into a cloud of ash and dust and I felt its taint die.
“It’s a lesser demon.” S’bule said, looking weary none-the-less from the
effort of will that holding the demon for me to destroy had taken.
His eye flashed once more and his body went rigid, as if it was required
of him to stay still as he held the demon with his gaze. I nodded to him,
twisted the spear so that the point was behind me. I drove it into the
chest of the demon coming up behind me. The demon’s flesh sizzled
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where the spear punched a fist-sized hole all they way through it, and
then it too exploded into a cloud of dust and ash.
The last demon, the one with the crushed head, melted into the ground
and sank beneath the rock and disappearing.
I looked around, frowning. I had hoped to finish this now, but my wishes
didn’t always align with the grand scheme of things. I glanced at a weary
S’bule, an apologetic Josiah, and a helpless Yonah and I sighed.
“We can’t go anywhere without having fun, eh?” I said with a lighthearted chuckle I didn’t feel.
None of them laughed in return. I was about to turn back toward where
the last of the three had disappeared when I noticed a horrified look on
Yonah’s face.
“Look out!” She shouted as a shadow fell over me.
I turned at a speed I can only imagine was slow, far too slow to prevent
what happened next. A hand grasped at my shoulder, lifted me bodily,
and walked me toward the ledge I had been standing on when the three
demons first appeared.
This thing, when I got a look at it, was much larger and more powerful
than those others, but I couldn’t feel it with my senses, and it had an
almost human look to it, if bigger and more beautiful than any human
might be. When I say beautiful, I mean it in a terrible way, like a beauty
of something so dark and inhuman that it’s just utterly wrong. A fell angel
this might have been, and it took me until it had carried me to the ledge
before I could react, so stunned by its sudden arrival and its captivating
visage was I.
At the last moment, before it was to throw me off the ledge, I drove
R’nal’s bronze spear down through the creature’s shoulder, piercing
beside the collarbone and driving it all the way into the chest cavity.
It grunted in surprise and pitched forward, carrying me with it when it fell
from the ledge.
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∞ 05 ∞
The Fall
How far we fell I do not know, but it couldn’t have been less than a few
hundred feet for that first drop. Wind whipped around me and the demon,
who clutched me close as it tried to bite at my face and neck with long
teeth that seemed out of place on such a darkly beautiful face. It was as
if the winds were trying to keep me, its champion, from smashing
lifelessly onto the rocks below. The gusts buffeted against my body and
slowed our fall.
Snow and ice swirled around us as we tumbled head over heels,
trapped in a deadly embrace. Each of us feared to let go of the other
because we couldn’t know what would happen when we hit the ground.
How we were oriented when we hit could spell the end for either of us – I
being obviously more fragile and weaker than the beast I hoped to ride
down the mountain or at least carry to its death. Perhaps upon landing
the spear I’d rammed down through its chest would finish the creature
off, pushing clean through its dark heart.
Then we hit.
I saw black, then the searing white of shock, followed by stars, and then
the pain arced through my body as I felt ribs crack and my shoulder
separate. My teeth sliced through my lower lip and my jaw felt as if it’d
been broken. My spine wrenched painfully as my legs swung past my
head and carried me down to the next ledge. I lost track of the beast and
my hands slipped off the spear’s pulsating haft.
The winds pushed up at me again, pillowing me as I fell, but I still hit
twice more before I came to rest. My body felt broken and ruined. I’m
sure I began to bruise and swell immediately. My arm skewed from my
shoulder at a strange angle and blood and saliva frothed from my mouth
as I gasped for air. Having cracked ribs, a wrenched spine, and the wind
knocked out of you is a good recipe for shortness of breath.
Gasping, I turned my head to the side and saw the Kessallite spear that
S’bule had thrown to me back up on the ledge. It sizzled and hissed in
the snow with dark blood laying atop the stark white powder around it.
Then I saw a shadow through the whirling, powdery snow. It was a few
paces away and it grew closer. I heard the demon’s raspy breath, which
told me that it too was injured, but I could not lift my limbs to defend
myself.
I was defeated.
Then the ground shifted around me and I despaired, thinking that it was
one of the demon’s servants – like the ones back on the ledge that could
meld with the rock. Cold enveloped me, a deeper cold that that of the
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snow. The rock accepted me to its breast, enfolding me in protective
layers of granite. I’m not sure how I was able to breath. All I know was
that it was not a concern when I was within the rock.
While I could not see it, I could feel the rage of the demon above me.
Not often did its prey escape it, and never had it been thwarted by the
earth itself as it stalked someone. Truthfully, I was as surprised as it was
by the actions of the elements around me.
First, the winds had acted to slow my fall and cushion what I am sure
would have otherwise been a fatal plummet. Then the earth pillowed me
in snow and made my landings less jarring and shattering than they
could have been. This alone would have been a lot, but to have actual
rock wrap around me as if it were a living, breathing creature protecting
its child? That is far beyond what I ever expected or could have even
dreamed.
Never before had the earth acted so overtly to defend its own. Even
when it sent the Graverobber worms to lead me and then aid me against
the blood cults, or when it made my path easy and my footing sure as I
chased down Josiah’s kidnapper, the Earth simply hadn’t moved so
freely of its own volition.
It got me to thinking, and I had a few ideas. First though, it made me
send out my senses. I needed to see where the demon was, and how
S’bule, Josiah, and Yonah were doing.
My senses drifted upward, not on the winds like normal, but through the
rock. My presence followed the folds of the rock, running past the
infuriated and wounded Greater Tier Demon as I went up.
Then I felt them, six individual feet touching me as if I were the rock.
Josiah sobbed and looked down from the ledge, struggling to see where
I had fallen, but the weather and the snow wouldn’t allow it. I was too far
below for them to see, and no matter how good their eyes were, they
couldn’t see into rock anyway.
“Go” I whispered to Josiah. “Flee from here and make your way south. I
will rejoin you when I can. The demon still lives and he may seek to harm
you. Hurry now.”
He lifted his head in amazement, his mouth silently forming my words
as he ingested what I had told him from afar.
Excitedly, he told the others that I was well and despite their reluctance,
they hurried along, trusting that I would rejoin them as promised. My
senses returned to my body then, and I smiled to myself in my stone
cocoon.
The rock gently held me and urged me to heal, lending warmth, air, and
nutrient-rich water from deep below to rebuild me and nourish me as if I
were possessing many souls and using the curative powers that the
vigor of carrying extra souls within my body would offer, my body healed
quickly with the help of the earth.
I felt my bones mend, my muscles harden and tighten, and my cuts seal
without scarring. It healed the hurts and the wounds that had never quite
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gone away since I’d met Josiah. Too many things had happened and my
body had been running ragged. Bruises receded and pains I hadn’t
known I’d carried left me. The earth continued to clutch me tight in its
embrace, even after the demon had gone.
As for the rock, it and I had come to an understanding of each other. I
knew now that the power of earth was strongest here because it was
where the Creator, Al-Nahazzarum, had been birthed. The creator had
unintentionally imbued these dark, severe mountains and the twin range
of alabaster mountains beyond the chasm with special properties just by
being born from among the earth here. I was in one of the holiest and
most powerful places in all the world. The earth itself was healing me,
and in time it would send me forth, birthing me in a way not unlike, but
humbler than our own Creator’s birth had been.
I was being made anew. Above me, the spear that had been forged and
then quenched in the blood of a Dellanille pulsated. It thirsted to drink
more of the demon’s blood.
The demon gave up trying to locate me an unknown number of hours. It
could feel me beneath its feet, but as far as I could tell, it had no idea
how I was hiding from it. Like a predator that has cornered or treed its
prey, it waited patiently for me. It must have tired of waiting though, or
maybe it sensed that my companions were fleeing. Perhaps it was even
torn between the desire to kill me and need to hunt down my
companions.
In the end, I guess it couldn’t give up the thrill of the chase, because it
left to find easier prey. By casting my senses out through the stone, I felt
it hurrying off in the direction I knew S’bule and the others had gone.
Despite its obvious power and great durability, I couldn’t help but
wonder what made this demon more powerful than the others I’d come
across, albeit they were few in number. Arana seemed to have more
obvious and dangerous powers than this one. And what of the demons
on the cliffs above? Why were they so weak?
The demons that had climbed in and out of the rock as if it were water
hadn’t seemed all that intelligent. They didn’t work that well together, and
they had been sluggish. Perhaps they were young, but I had always
thought that there were a finite number of demons that had been born of
Juheinnem.
A thought occurred to me. Perhaps all the Greater Tier Demons were
Juheinnem’s offspring from coupling with whatever fell creatures he had
chosen to breed with, and all the lesser ones were the offspring of the
Greater Tier Demons. They might have even bred with animals or
humans to have their own offspring instead of each other, which would
likely dilute their blood and weaken their offspring even further. This
could have happened for many generations.
Still, even if they had only bred for a few generations before their blood
was too thin to grant the offspring any powers, that made the number of
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demons in existence potentially quite high. After all, how long did they
live? Some of them might have been alive since before Juheinnem had
been captured and dragged back to the Halls of Creation for
imprisonment, and that would make many of them older than any of the
three races of men, especially the Greater Tier Demons.
As my thoughts went along these lines of logic, my body finished
mending, and the earth around me gave way, spreading open like a
woman giving birth as it pushed me back to the surface.
The sting of cold air greeted me, insufferably frigid after the warm and
nurturing caress of the earth. The sun was bright and piercing to eyes
that had become accustomed to the darkness of being underground, and
yet I felt more whole than I had in a long time.
My bones, broken no more than a day ago, were mended. Scars had
receded, bruises had faded, and muscles were tight and strong again.
Even the shoulder I’d all but destroyed in the fall felt as good as new, like
nothing had ever happened to me and I’d suffered no trauma. My lungs
took in that thin air as if it were the heavy air of summer in the grassy
valleys to the north.
I stooped to pick up the bronze-tipped spear S’bule had given to me just
before I’d fallen from the precipice above. It thrummed in my hand,
hungry for demon blood still. I laughed, realizing that the demon hadn’t
been able to destroy my weapon or dispose of it. It wouldn’t even
surprise me if it had burned him to touch it. I slung the spear behind my
back as I had with my other one before I had lost it, and I looked up the
cliff ahead of me.
It was a long way back up to the ledge, but there seemed to be
sufficient handholds if I were careful. I ran ahead then, jumping up and
throwing myself at the cliff face. The handholds seemed to grow beneath
my hands, allowing me safer and quicker passage. I hauled myself up to
the next ledge with muscles that felt strong as iron and as tireless as any
time I had ever known.
When I reached the ledge from which I’d fallen from an hour later, I
looked down where I’d fallen just the day before, and grinned. I couldn’t
see where I’d fallen to, because the snow and clouds hid it from sight.
To have climbed this far in but an hour was unthinkable, but the winds
seemed to have pushed me from behind, and the earth had bent to my
will. They wanted me to be done with this demon, and continue south.
That’s what they seemed to be telling me as the winds urged me on and
the earth hummed encouragingly beneath my feet.
I ran.

126

AFTERLIVES

∞ 06 ∞
Stalking the Enemy
The path before me was all I saw. The grandeur of the mountains in the
morning sun or the spire of ice, snow, and colored rock meant nothing to
me. I chased a demon, and the taint to the south awaited me after I had
dealt with him…. It. It was definitely a thing.
My muscles were tireless, and my lungs felt fresh and new, as if I’d only
begun running, when in truth I’d been running for hours. The air around
me would carefully gather near my mouth for each inhalation so that I
always had enough air to breath. Normally, such an exertion would tire a
man out quickly, and you have to learn to not push yourself too hard
when the air is thin, or you might black out and die of exposure to the
savage elements.
Past midday, the elevation lowered sharply as I wound around a
mountain, and the chasm between the dark northern range and the white
southern range lay before me. I saw three figures negotiating their way
across a narrow land bridge that spanned the seemingly bottomless
chasm. The chasm here was narrower than in most places, and the land
bridge was perhaps a two hundred and fifty feet long, if that.
In tune with the earth as I was, I could feel the roiling magma deep in
the chasm, churning in the open wound in the earth that had never
healed. Acrid fumes, dark smoke, and steam rose up from the darkness
in places, but the heat felt welcome to me.
As I grew closer to my three companions, I could tell that they had tied
a rope around each other’s waists like up in the mountains to anchor to
each other should one of them slip. There was no sign of the demon
though, even if I knew he should have or could have beaten me in the
footrace to reach them.
Then, I saw the narrow bridge of stone shiver beneath the feet of my
companions, and Yonah slipped. S’bule saw it happening and threw his
weight opposite of the way she was falling, and that’s the only thing that
saved the three of them, for Yonah’s weight carried Josiah over the edge
with her.
The bridge near them shivered again, and two of the demons that
walked effortlessly through rock slid up out of nowhere, apparently
displacing no rock with their passage. I bellowed in dismay, fearing I
could not reach them soon enough. S’bule saw them, and pulled fiercely
on the rope, trying to pull Josiah and Yonah up before they reached him.
I vaulted off the path, dropping a full thirty feet to the switchback in the
path below me. I didn’t know if my ankles or legs would give out, but I
had no choice. Urgency dictated my actions.
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My feet slapped the stone path heavily, and my knees nearly gave out,
but they did not. I dropped again, the last drop down to the land bridge. I
hit off-balance and rolled to the side to avoid snapping my leg in two.
Even rolling, it was a heavy landing.
I didn’t have time to worry about that though. I got to my feet and ran
down the narrow bridge of natural rock. The way was hazardous, and
one wrong step would have meant the end of me. Even I have no such
sway over the earth that it would be able to save me from a fall of a
thousand feet or more into molten rock.
Ahead, S’bule rolled further away, avoiding a burst of flame from the
mouth of one of the demons that threatened to burn through the rope
and send Josiah and Yonah tumbling to their deaths. I cast my spear
without breaking my stride from thirty yards away, piercing the back of
the rearmost of the pair of demon spawn. It tilted to the side, and turned
around, hissing at me.
I leapt forward when I was near enough, and my feet struck the demon
square in the chest. As I pushed back against its chest with my feet, I
grasped the haft of my spear where it had poked out and was protruding
from the front of the demon. The spear pulled free and came with me as
the push of my legs carried the demon off the bridge. There was a hiss of
surprise from the creature as it disappeared from sight into the depths
below.
I nearly went to my death with it. My hands scrambled to grab a
handhold substantial enough to stop me from sliding off the edge to
follow the demon to my own death. My spear was not lost though; it
stayed on the ledge just out of reach, or I’d have tried to cast that at the
other demon, even if it might have caused me to fall.
S’bule was standing with his full weight against the rope now, and he
heaved as strongly as he could, pulling Yonah up first, with Josiah
swinging helplessly and screaming below her. She grasped the rock and
tried to pull herself up, but the demon was grasping at S’bule with talons
of obsidian rock. Scarlet blood blossomed out from his dark torn flesh.
He gritted his teeth and tried to slide the rope and the others with it
further across the chasm to avoid the demon’s claws. The demon
pursued with the sluggish but relentless manner of one who knows he
has his quarry beaten.
I shouted angrily at the demon, but it ignored me as continued to try to
haul myself back up onto the bridge. Again and again, the handholds
around me tried to give way, as if something were fighting the earth’s
desire to preserve my life. But the earth’s will and my own flesh and
blood were stronger than whatever sought to dispose of me, and in the
end I won out.
It was only when I’d regained my feet and grasped my spear that I saw
the Greater Tier Demon. He stood a few paces away, grinning in a
maliciously toothily way that unsettled me. It was him that had sought to
undo the rock under my fingertips and cast me down into the chasm. The
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spear in my hand thrummed powerfully. I could feel its need to destroy
this demon all the way down into my bones and into my core.
“The earth thwarts your attempts to destroy me.” I said to him, casting a
glance over my shoulder. How I wanted to turn and kill the demon that
was still toying with S’bule, but I could not. I knew the demon would tear
me apart of I turned my attention from it.
The demon’s smile faded. “It is not like the earth to favor one over me.
We are old friends, it and I. See how easily my children crawl through it?”
It pointed over my shoulder, to where another demon was sliding up out
of the rock to trap S’bule between it and the other.
Desperation welled up in me. Not knowing what else to do, I charged
forward, lowering my spear. The Greater Tier Demon lowered down into
a defensive posture, awaiting my charge. Then, at the last second, I slid
to a halt, turned and threw my spear with all my might back at the
demons that were trying to kill my companions.
The spear parted the flesh of the nearest demon as if it were made of
bread or sponge. It continued through to pierce the next one, knocking it
onto its back despite the thing’s mass. Dark blood, thick like mud, oozed
from both of them. The one my spear had torn through fell over, and slid
off the bridge. Had it been anywhere else, It probably would have gotten
up in a few minutes when it’d healed, but here there simply was no room
and so it died in the fire below.
A heavy blow struck me from behind, sending me sprawling onto my
face. My scalp was torn and my skull felt fractured. My brain sloshed
within my cranium and dizziness swept through me as my vision
darkened. I was grasped from behind, turned to face the greater demon
and lifted into the air again. A strong feeling of déjà vu swept through me.
Only a day before I’d been in this position back up on the promontory. I
dangled there, the demon’s massive hand wrapped around my throat.
My feet were a full four feet from the ground where it held me, the demon
was that much larger than me.
“You fool. You’ve only stayed the inevitable execution of your friends.
Even now they’ll die. I can call more of my children to finish them. The
loss of a few is nothing to me.”
“What’s your name?” I rasped from beneath its heavy hands around my
throat.
The demon looked at me in surprise, and then answered with a smile.
“Thrum Cap.”
A rock fault? His name is a mining term? Strange how I wondered
about his name as my eyes bulged and I could feel blood vessels in my
face burst as my larynx was slowly crushed. My eyes went dark and I felt
consciousness slipping away.
I prayed that the earth would favor me once more, or all was lost.
I sent my spirit out, hurriedly and desperately. I entered the rock
beneath me, and found what I was looking for. The demon’s smiled
widened when he felt my body weaken as he choked the life out of me
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with his large hands. He mistook the momentary vacancy of my spirit
from my body as me dying.
Then, suddenly, the land bridge that had stood for centuries as a way to
cross the chasm broke. The demon’s eyes widened in surprise as the
section of stone that was specifically under his feet fell right out, like a
crucial block tapped out of an arch of stone.
His hands left my neck and grabbed quickly for something to hold onto,
but the part of the bridge he grasped snapped off too, and he
disappeared into the darkness below. As for me, I was left lying square in
the middle of a horribly narrow bridge that was starting to crumble piece
by piece.
I can only assume that it could not live after that long fall into magma. If
it did though, I know I’ll face it again some day. I don’t look forward to
that day.
Gasping for breath, I began crawling, and then walking back to where
Yonah was pulling a still-screaming Josiah up onto the bridge. S’bule
stood before her, carving precise chunks out of the demon with his
sickle-sword.
I ran then, because the bridge was collapsing under my feet. I wanted
to shout ahead that they needed to move past the demon, or they too
would be thrown into the chasm, but my voice could not find itself in my
tortured and half-crushed throat. I could barely rasp in enough breath to
breathe.
When Josiah was safely back on the bridge, S’bule held the demon with
his gaze, freezing it in place with his demon eye while Yonah pulled my
spear from the creature’s chest and rammed it back through the
creature’s skull. It died there and burst into ash and pebbles, killed by her
thrust.
Before they could celebrate, they turned upon hearing my heavy
footfalls, and their eyes widened when they saw the collapsing bridge
behind me. We ran together, they outdistancing me despite being tied
together.
We fell into a heap together on the other side of the chasm, and
watched the last chunk of the bridge fall away into the darkness below.
“It is good to see you.” S’bule said finally as he lay there, clasping a
hand over his torn shoulder and upper arm to staunch the bleeding.
Yonah threw herself onto me, hugging me fiercely. “Don’t you ever pull
some crazy stunt like falling off a cliff again.”
I grimaced and nodded, whispering in a gravelly voice. “It wasn’t my
intention.”
After a moment, she detached herself from me and handed me the
spear that she had used to kill the demon. “I believe this is yours.”
I took it and looked to S’bule, who nodded.
“R’nal would be proud to have a man like you carry it, and your own
spear is lost and broken in the mountains, as was your axe.”
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I didn’t tell them how I’d collected the pieces of my shattered axe. My
spear was lost though, and it was beyond its useful days. The axe I just
couldn’t bring myself to leave behind. I felt like I would need it again
soon, if I could have it remade that is. It just felt right. “Thank you.” I
replied finally. Then I felt the pressure of another hug as small hands
wrapped around my shoulders.
“Ah knuhw ya wuhs ahlihv.” Josiah mumbled in my ear.
I nodded. “I missed you too.”
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∞ 07 ∞
The Southlands
Beyond the chasm, we had another three days to travel, but the whitecolored mountains were less cold, less treacherous, and there were no
demons to bar our way. In the evening of the third day, we came out into
a broad expanse of plains that had not been as touched by winter as the
lands north of the continental divide.
There was little or no snow and the sun shone brightly. It was like
coming out of night into day, but as welcoming as these lands looked, we
all knew there was a great evil dwelling somewhere in these lands. There
was something here that was a greater evil than any we had faced yet,
and evils often come in appealing packages.
Perhaps the people here didn’t even know that such a presence was
among them, or worse yet, perhaps they didn’t care. Perhaps it is more
than we can face together. Then again, it might also be something that
the four of us can put an end to. That’s what we lived for now.
Resolutely, the four of us strode south into the lands of the red-skinned
city-builders who lived in them. Our stomachs growled and our feet
ached, but at least we weren’t cold anymore. It’s interesting how the little
aches and pains disappear when something major confronts you, only to
resurface when that confrontation is over.
I guess that’s how we know we’re still alive: by feeling adversity, no
matter how small and trivial.
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∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
The sun was a crack of red on the horizon that we walked toward. It was
the red-orange of leaves in deep autumn, the same hue that many of the
people of the lands in which we walked wore on their skin.
It was on their roads we walked – arrow-straight lines of white that
bisected plains of knee-high yellow grasses. The roads were white,
stained that way by years of accumulated gravel and grit that had been
hauled from the mountains to the north of us. The southern half of the
Morensit Range served as the site of many quarries from which the
Southlanders built their enormous monuments and their cities, which
were laid out according to very specific and mathematical plans.
I looked behind us at the white peaks we’d left behind some few days
ago. It had been nearly two weeks since we first set off into the Morensit
Range, entering them with a mining group out of the town of Perneth.
The mountains formed a continental divide that split the continent in two
with a dark stripe of granite mountains and a white line of limestone
ridges to the south of that.
The stark difference in the color of the rock in each half of the range
was said to be from two landmasses pressing together during the birth of
Al-Nahazzarum, our Creator. That band of rock, so large to us and so
insignificant to the one it birthed, split the continent into two different
halves. One, the northern side, was a place of verdant valleys, grassy
hills, and stark mountains that fought against the endless tides of the
vast seas that surrounded them. The other, the southern side, was a vast
land of prairies that teemed with the small lives of gophers and what
various fowl chose to nest in the grasses, and the brilliant white cities of
the men who lived south of the continental divide.
The Southlanders built many of their cities at the crest of the hills that
bordered the seas far to the south, but others they built in the middle of
the plains on beds of hardened clay. Their cities by the seas sported tall
towers wrapped in sculptures and statuary of animal guardians; terraced
gardens lay in tiers around them. Their cities in the plains were less
decorated and more sprawling, sometimes miles across with miles more
of cultivated lands surrounding them.
The people of the Southlands were as different from the Northlands as
the climate and architecture were. These Southlanders were dark while
my people, the sons and daughters of Messanna, and most of the
children of Wonne were light-skinned. Their skins were as red and
bronzed as the sun looked this morning. Their hair is nearly always dark,
matching dark and wild eyes, which hinted at subdued violence and
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aggression. They never grow beards, and they sometimes think that we
of the Northlands are closer to animals and more primitive because of
our body hair. I, being a Messannite, am not any less hairy than the other
Northlanders, even if I am fairer of hair and lighter of eyes. Yet I cannot
see myself as the savage creature they suspect me to be.
The misconceptions go both ways though. Many people, most of the
people of the Northlands for that matter, believe the Southlanders to be
an entirely different breed from them. Most don’t even realize that the
Southlanders can interbreed with their kind and produce viable offspring,
but I tell you they can. My people know the truth of the matter, and we
know that the Southlanders are every bit as much children of Wonne as
the pale and bearded men of the Northlands. It is only the centuries of
separation and living in the sun that has made them look so different.
They have a strong gender role in their society too, making interacting
with them difficult at times. The Southlanders believe that there are some
tasks that are appropriate only for males or females. Child rearing,
teaching, healing, medicine, weaving, cooking, and gardening are
women’s tasks, while the men practice at war, build cities, and deal with
matters of money and state. This is not to say that they love their wives
any more or less than Northlanders, but I find it strange to see men and
women working separately and spending their leisure time apart. Men
and women hardly fraternize with the opposite gender at all in the
Southlands – except to eat or make children.
So it was that we had to disguise the fact that Yonah was a woman. We
had her dress like us, darken her hair with the oils of roots I knew, and
she had to attempt to carry herself like a man. She suffered under thick
layers of clothing that were used to disguise her womanly curves. She
grumbled time and again about the heat and about having to hide what
the Creator had given her, but I wasn’t about to flaunt our ‘strange’
Northlander customs of interacting with the other gender, which I knew
might anger the Southlanders. The alternative, which she agreed was
the greater of two evils, was to have her present herself as our pleasure
slave. Unfortunately, were we to do that, we might be obligated to offer
her services to a high-ranking member of Southlander society if he so
desired her.
While we all began divesting ourselves of our heavier clothes, she had
to keep hers on and she sweated fiercely. Her grumbling grew louder
with each passing hour, and we could do little more than offer her a
greater share of water, for surely she sweated more in her costume than
any of us men did in our lighter clothes. From time to time she’d uncover
a bit more, only to have to cover up more when a trade envoy or a
limestone convoy came through.
When one such convoy passed, a pair of youths made wisecracks, as
youths often do, about the pink northerner with his furry face, the dark
stranger, and the beardless man who walked like a woman. Almost, I
thought our attempts at hiding Yonah’s gender had been in vain, but they
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just couldn’t comprehend a woman wearing man’s clothing for any
reason. It was just too alien an idea to them. Women don’t do what men
do – ever.
It didn’t help her mood when S’bule started offering her hints and tips
on acting more masculine after the convoy had passed by. Josiah felt
more sympathy for her than any of us perhaps, even if he didn’t really
understand why it was that Yonah had to go under disguise.
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∞ 01 ∞
Naquiranjo
When at last a city finally loomed on the horizon, it was much to our
relief. All of us were footsore and weary. We had been traveling from sun
up to sun down, and whitish-grey powder from the limestone gravel of
the road clung to the soles of our boots and to our clothes. There had
been little in the way of water with which to wash too, so all of us with the
exception of Josiah perhaps, to whom being dirty came as naturally as
breathing, were craving a warm bath and a dry bed.
The city before us happened to be one of the Southlander cities built in
the middle of an open plain. Something about this locale had made them
choose this spot. Personally, I guessed it was a series of natural springs
or some other water source. You can’t build a city without water,
especially not a city of this size.
Outside of the city there was a ring of fields some mile or two wide.
They had vast sheets of woven grasses suspended over them with the
help of reed poles and miles of twine. The sheets served to protect the
crops from sun wilting and to trap moisture from the morning’s dew or
from the periodic rains that rinsed the dust off of everything in these wide
plains. A host of workers worked the fields, and another worked to
constantly repair the yellow-gold tapestry of woven grasses that helped
protect the fields that would feed the thousands of people who lived
within the city.
All of the workers were women, being that weaving and gardening were
women’s tasks in these lands. The exceptions to this were the few
overseers, since men were deemed better than women at managing and
handing affairs of state, commerce, and whatnot.
“It’s no wonder they’re all so red.” Yonah commented, looking at a trio
of weavers that labored on a wind-torn section of the grass tarp that
shielded a nearby field. “They’re outside all day, baking in the sun.”
I shot her a dark look, hoping her words wouldn’t carry too far.
“What?” She demanded, looking indignant because I dared to look at
her crossly.
“Guard your tongue, lest it get us all into trouble.” S’bule suggested,
keeping his face forward to avoid seeing her expression.
“I’d hate to cause trouble, what with sweating myself to death here
because this place is a backward-ass chauvinist land.” Yonah grumbled.
Josiah chortled at her colorful use of language, earning him an even
dirtier look from Yonah. I shook my head and gave the boy an apologetic
look.
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It’s just not smart to raise a woman’s ire. That’s a lesson he’ll learn
someday and it’ll not be pretty. The innocence of childhood wouldn’t
protect him forever.
The fields gave way to carefully laid out markets, warehouses, and
workhouses. All of the manufacturing of goods and the receiving of raw
materials happened here in the city periphery, as well as the exchange of
money for goods and services.
We were given no lack of strange looks, but if people commented on
our strange appearances or stared at us they did us no harm and
bothered little with us after we’d passed. A momentary diversion – an
oddity – that’s all we were to them. I guess northerners aren’t so
uncommon as to cause much of a stir, but it was some time before I saw
any more of our kind. It was in a market area that we crossed through
that I saw a group of pale men who worked to unload barrels of northern
wines and ales off of some impressively large wagons with equally
impressive teams of oxen to pull them.
The northerners hailed us, smiling and greeting us with the warmth that
a foreigner uses to greet somebody that looks like they do. When you’re
used to seeing the strange faces of the foreign land after they’ve been
away from home for a while, even a stranger of your own breed seems
like a friend.
Now I don’t mean to say these Southlander folk were inhospitable,
because they weren’t. Our money was every bit as good to them as their
own people’s money, but I didn’t expect to get the same deals on food
and lodging they might offer one of their own kind. Besides, it’s only
natural to be a bit guarded or suspicious of people who don’t look quite
like everyone you’re used to.
“Hello, strangers. You look to be as far out of place here as we…” One
of the northern men began to say, and then looking at S’bule’s dark face,
he added, “and perhaps a bit further even. Where do you come from, you
of skin the color of coffee?”
S’bule grinned. “From across the sea in Asora.”
“A Kessallite.” He muttered in surprise.
Hearing S’bule named for what he was, which was something no large
number of men or women would know the true name for, I looked sharply
at the wiry barrel-loader. His hair was lighter than his companions, he
had sharper and finer features, and his eyes were a shade of green that
bordered on brown almost, so olive were they.
He noticed me eying him and nodded. “And a fellow countryman I see.
Strange company you travel in.”
“You should know we have no country of our own.” I replied.
He nodded in agreement. “Yes, scattered tribes we are, and weaker for
it.”
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Josiah tugged at my sleeve, wondering at the exchange. I shook my
head at him. “I wouldn’t think one of my kinfolk would be so far south.” I
ventured.
“What might your name be then, if you think you know so much of your
own kind that you can’t imagine one of us enjoying the travel to reach
here?”
“Gage.” I said quietly, feeling prickly. Something about this man’s easy
manner and open nature put me ill at ease. He so easily bandied words
and threw out secrets and lore that many kept quiet about.
“Hewitt here, and glad to be here in Naquiranjo to be honest. The ice
and snow of my birth home were a bit too austere for one such as
myself, what with my sunny disposition and all.” He grinned widely,
showing off a row of even white teeth.
He turned then to Yonah, and gave her a conspiratorial wink. She
averted her eyes, blushing a bit, though it was hard to tell because she
was already flushed from wearing the heavy layers of clothes to disguise
her gender.
I huffed. Women.
This silver-tongued fellow saw to the heart of our little group. In fact, it
wouldn’t have surprised me if he knew something of what I was just from
looking at me. Our kind traditionally didn’t stray far from our people’s
lands without good cause. He looked to be a half-breed though, and
perhaps that was why he couldn’t tolerate the cold. With his glib mien it
wasn’t entirely impossible he’d had to leave for other reasons though,
namely, women troubles on account of his charm. I could imagine all the
bother he’d cause in a small community of my folk, with women fawning
over his courtly manners and his fair features.
“Where are you staying anyway? You want to be careful where you stay
in a town like this. They’re not all that used to foreigners, and you might
be unfairly charged if you don’t stay at a place that sympathizes with and
appreciates our kind of business.”
“I take it you have suggestions, Hewitt?” S’bule asked, crossing his
arms. He wasn’t buying into the man’s routine yet either.
“Assuredly. I’d be happy to take you there myself, but it so happens that
I need to unload this cargo here, and I’m a few pairs of strong arms and
a couple brawny backs short of my usual complement of workers.” Hewitt
said, sighing dramatically. “It’s getting harder to get young lads to come
down this way with me, despite my generous pay. Suspicion is
everywhere these days, and there’s something in the air that just doesn’t
sit well with nice folk like ourselves.” He made a point of catching my eye
as he spoke those last few phrases.
I frowned, my brow furrowing. He’d guessed our game all too well, and I
didn’t like it one bit.
“Wuh hep!” Josiah cried out, pointing at the heavily laden wagons that a
few men were rolling barrels down off of as we spoke.
140

AFTERLIVES
Hewitt knelt in front of Josiah, smiling brightly. “Would you? I’d be
happy to pay you for your efforts.”
Josiah glanced up at me and I sighed. The appetizing aromas of baked
cornmeal, spits of prairie fowl, and honeyed beverages seemed to waft
to my nose at that moment and my stomach growled. We didn’t have the
money for much of anything, and we couldn’t very well turn down the
man’s offer without facing going hungry.
I glanced at S’bule, who shrugged back at me. I turned to Hewitt who
smiled, already knowing my answer. Reluctantly, I nodded.
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∞ 02 ∞
Hewitt
Our arms and backs ached an hour or more later, and somehow we
ended up being Hewitt’s company as he gave us the grand tour of the
city. I’m not one for site seeing, so I blame Hewitt’s joking manner and
the easy-going ambiance that seemed to follow him for our traveling with
him. All I’d wanted was a fair wage for a fair effort unloading his barrels.
He insisted on having us stay with him and sup with him, and Josiah’s
eager cries made it all but impossible to say no. To an extent, his warm
demeanor made even me start to feel at home. Well, as home as I can
be in a city that is.
There were souls needing my help all over the place, but I was still
able to ignore them for now. I knew if I passed too close to one I couldn’t
help but take it into me and try to solve its problems, so I was careful to
skirt around them. For now though, the greater taint was nearer than
ever, and it drowned out the needs of the errant souls near me like an
ocean would a river. I kept in the back of my mind a thought that all rivers
eventually feed the ocean, and therefore they might in fact be stronger
collectively than the ocean, just as enough scattered souls might prove a
more immediate and urgent task for me than what I came down here for.
We followed my kinsman deeper into the city, beyond the ring of
warehouses, markets, and tradesman’s shops that made up the outer
ring of the city, and we ventured into the city proper. A wide thoroughfare
split the commercial portion of the city from the residential. Just beyond
the wide, dusty white road and deeper into the city, the lower class
housing, pleasure houses, inns, and taverns laid. They formed the next
ring of the city, which was offset from the richer housing of the upper
class by carefully sculpted sets of trees, topiary, and gardens that made
it so the good citizens of Naquiranjo wouldn’t have to see the daily
comings and goings of those less than themselves.
The classes of the Southlanders were as separated as their genders.
And if the great tradesmen of the city ate a little better than they did in
the north, it was the carvers and sculptors who seemed to rule the city –
priests aside that is. It’s interesting seeing cities built for functionality and
beauty all at once, laid out from day one to a very exacting and precise
plan. I’m too used to the north I suppose, where cities grow haphazardly
around centers of business and trade as the population grows.
This city, though, seemed to have been planned so carefully that they
had even anticipated the growth of the city, and it was just now filling in
completely. I had no doubt there was some plan on what to do even after
it was completely full. They were simply too methodical and efficient to
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not have done so. Yet despite all their precision, they found time to
appreciate beauty, art, and various fineries that I rarely saw to this extent
in my travels anywhere in the north. No, I imagine that my homelands
look like little more than meager dwellings and subsistence industries
compared to the scale to which things were done here in Naquiranjo.
What was disquieting about all of this, was not the foreignness of the
setting, but the fact that an impressive and perhaps even unimaginably
strong evil dwelled somewhere among these people, perhaps even in
this city, and they appeared to know nothing of it – at least not outwardly.
I guess I had just expected men in dark robes with rune-carved knives
making blood sacrifices in the streets. I was disappointed, but also
relieved to see that it was not so.
As for the priests, we saw one once, but he was hardly fearsome. True,
his tall headdress of brilliant colors and his robe sewn with opals the
colors of the morning sun did inspire a sense of awe and majesty, but not
fear or evil.
“All costume and no substance. Priests should be heard and not seen.”
Hewitt opined as the priest passed.
I watched the nearby Southlanders for their responses to his words.
Some were shocked, but when they saw that it was an outlander who
said the words, they switched to expressions that told me they expected
uncouth and tactless behavior from ones such as us. Barbarians. That’s
what they saw us as. In some ways I’m inclined to agree with them.
“What do they worship here?” S’bule asked.
“Al-Nahazzarum, just like in most other places, though they know him
as Machkias, the Sun-Maker here. They are a people that look everlongingly at the stars, and the celestial bodies that dance in their night
skies, and they covetously want to possess or touch them. Some even
entertain the theory that Machkias presides over the Halls of Creation
within the sun that warms our world.”
“You seem to know a lot about them.” Yonah remarked in a low voice,
so as not to be overheard by males who might discover her gender
through the highness of her voice.
Hewitt shrugged and grinned. “It pays to know who you’re doing
business with. To not know them is to invite financial ruin.”
I considered Hewitt’s words, about all the things he said now, and the
things he had said before while we toured the city and he showed us
some of the more remarkable sites. Surely Hewitt’s knowledge was
valuable, and perhaps he could lead us to what we sought, but that
would require letting him know more than was healthy for him to know,
not to mention more than I trusted him to know yet.
So when we finally made it to the humble lodgings he had purchased
for a week with the help of a local sponsor who stood to profit greatly
from Hewitt’s merchandise, I was still thinking about how much I wanted
to trust the man. Assuredly, there was a strong urge to confide in a fellow
countryman, but this was not a Wolde, and he was not a Wolde-keeper.
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All it took was one look from S’bule, who I could tell was reading my
thoughts exactly, and I held off. I’m not sure if Hewitt noticed the
exchange or not, but if he did he made no mention of it. Our business
was safe. Safe until Yonah let it slip that is.
Hewitt had been charming and had been leading the conversation,
talking about himself and the city and his travels, when he turned to
Yonah with his most disarming smile and asked, “So what brings a fine
lady like you to a place like this?”
She’d since cleaned up and changed into clean garments, as had we
all, but in her case she wasn’t concealing her gender anymore because
she was safe in the company of northerners. We were used to – or if not
used to, at least tolerant of – the company of women at meals and as
work companions.
Hewitt came back with a very open and forward question, which she
answered honestly by saying, “We’re tracking a great evil in these lands.
We’ve traveled for weeks now, hoping to destroy it.”
The room went silent and for a moment I couldn’t believe what I’d
heard. Josiah bellowed in surprise, for even he had held the secret for
us. Yonah looked at the rest of us in confusion, and then what she had
just done dawned on her.
Hewitt dismissed his three lackeys, who, irregardless of the topics being
discussed, didn’t mind leaving the company of strangers to go spend
their hard earned coin at gambling tables, on women, or on drink. When
we were alone again, he turned his speculative gaze onto the four of us.
Josiah sullenly shook his head, and it surprised me how mad he was at
Yonah for letting our purpose slip so casually.
“It’s true.” I said finally, catching Yonah’s eyes first, and then locking my
gaze onto Hewitt’s olive eyes.
He stared back, and then broke into a fierce grin. “I figured you for a
soul-carrier, but I couldn’t be certain until now. Your company was
strange and you’re definitely not here for the scenery or the culture.”
“There you have it.” I said simply.
“What can I do?” He asked eagerly, his eyes lit up like the sun on a
mirror-flat lake.
S’bule grunted, crossing his heavily muscled arms. “Unless you’re
ready to put your life in our hands, I suggest you keep your role in
whatever might happen between us and our enemies to a minimum.”
“He’s right.” I said with a nod. “I’m not sure we’ll make it out of this with
our lives, and you’re not experienced in matters of souls and demons I
wouldn’t expect.”
“Unfortunately not.” He admitted.
After a brief moment’s thought, I said, “Information. That’s about all we
need now, and maybe a bit of coin here and there.”
“We’ll work for it too.” Yonah blurted out.
“The greatest chance for adventure in my lifetime comes by, and all I
can offer is information.” Hewitt said, disappointed. He looked at his
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calloused hands. “These weren’t toughened by swinging a sword I
guess. I’ll do what I can.”
I nodded. “Good.”
He smirked. “Anything for the cause, right?”
Perhaps I wasn’t as enthused about having another person along for
the ride, even if he was only going to be our guide and informant within
the city, but I think five is quite a crowd to have to worry about when
you’re a loner at heart. Try as I might, my group was growing. If I weren’t
careful, it wouldn’t be long before I had my own band of demon-hunters
and soul-seekers, but that wasn’t what I wanted at all. S’bule might not
mind though.
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∞ 03 ∞
Seeking Answers
I wholeheartedly believed, and S’bule agreed, that anything that wanted
power in this society would seek out a position of authority and wealth.
Hewitt knew Naquiranjo quite well from the ground up, but the rich
section wasn’t something he knew much about, because his status as a
foreigner didn’t allow him access to the inner circles of society in this city.
There wasn’t even much of a middle class or merchant class in this city –
it was extremely wealthy or living modestly. His lack of access to the
social elite, even under the pretense of trying to set up a trade
agreement, was disheartening.
This theory of ours, that the enemy would be in a position of strength,
made sense for more than a few reasons. To start with, it’s easier to get
your way when you’re rich and powerful. I just can’t see something
immortal or long-lived just scraping by or even begging in the streets.
That would be a lifetime of torment. The priests were an obvious choice
because they represented power, and even if they didn’t have much in
the way of currency, they certainly had the prestige and power to get
what they needed.
Partly, I think I subscribed to this idea of the evil we sought being in
power in this city because it was easier on us than searching through the
dregs of society, which were rather numerous. The upper class of
Naquiranjo was only about eight percent of the total population, and they
lived in a fairly secluded block of land at the center of the city, each
illustrious manor spread apart from the next by luxurious gardens. In
respect to sheer numbers, this made the rich folk much easier to check
for irregularities or sources of evil than it would be to check all of the poor
and working class people of the city.
According to the unspoken but understood social etiquette of the people
of Southland, you don’t approach those who are you betters. Meaning,
we couldn’t just go say hello to the rich folks, and waltz on in to their
homes to take a look around. You have to wait for them to notice you
and find time to speak with you, which is normally done over a very
formal first-meeting type meal. We need an in so to speak.
Hewitt’s business sponsor, a man by the name of Tamir, was quite
helpful in this. He happened to be in the social elite, and by entertaining
with his guests one night, we were able to meet other rich and influential
folks, who invited us to speak with them at their homes. They in turn
suggested us as guests to their friends, and so on.
Now when I say us, I mean Hewitt with the rest of us acting as retainers
or servants, except for Yonah, who wouldn’t have liked the attention
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they’d have given her as a female servant to a lesser socialite. Normally I
might have taken a bit more offense than I did when I was assumed to
be a servant and treated as such by the servants of the rich folk we
visited. In reality though, it gave me more freedom to explore under far
less scrutiny, although from time to time one servant or another would
get it into their head that we were there to steal and we’d not be able to
move from their sight.
So we began walking around the city, seeking out those of the upper
echelon of the city who would speak with Hewitt about trade and
importing northern goods. They would listen to his words, some more
intently than others, while we kept an eye peeled for signs of wrongdoing
and the evil that we sought. Whenever we were at a home, I would cast
my senses on the wind and explore the neighboring manors and
manses. I never found what I was looking for, not even when we began
touring the area where most of the clergyman lived.
We spent a week, maybe more doing this, and had nothing to show for
it. We certainly hadn’t come all this way to play act as Hewitt’s assistants
and servants. Tempers were growing short and we were all footsore from
having walked the city five times over by now, but still we looked.
All the while, Yonah sat in Hewitt’s rented apartments, which he’d
leased from his sponsor for a pair of extra weeks with the option for more
if needed. She wasn’t pleased at being left home alone though, even if
she did occasionally have the company of Hewitt’s laborers. Usually they
were more interested in spending what Hewitt had paid them before they
had to leave the city than spending time with a cold and often irritable
woman. And why shouldn’t they have been? They could pay for more
pleasant company if they truly desired the companionship of a woman.
Their occasional company wasn’t much for Yonah to interact with
though, and it wasn’t enough to assuage her anger that was building up
being hidden away like a well-kept secret.
Her mantra seemed to consist of: “You’re out having fun, visiting rich
homes, eating extravagant meals, and seeing things every day, and I’m
stuck here with nothing to do, no one to talk to, and not much to eat.” It
was always this or something very similar.
I didn’t really have an answer or even a good reply for her at that point.
Despite all her protests, she wasn’t offering to don her heavy, concealing
costume again and wander the city with us, that much was certain.
On one of the days Yonah didn’t want to string the lot of us men up by
our toes and torture us with whatever wicked implements and techniques
she could think up, she made a rather startling observation.
“You’ve been in the city for over ten days and you still haven’t picked up
a soul, have you?” She asked.
I blinked and stared at her, processing what she’d said. “No, I’ve not
picked one up.”
“Have you seen them at least? There should be lots of them in a city of
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this size. Remember? That’s why you never come into cities.”
“I’m sure I’ve seen some.” I said dismissively, tired from searching the
city.
Josiah shook his head. “Nah-uh.”
“No? That can’t be right. I know I’ve seen some.”
He shook his head harder and repeated himself. “Nah. Nuhn.”
“None? That’s odd. Wrong.” I frowned. “But now that you mention it, I
really can’t remember seeing any, and I sure didn’t help any out and
forget about it.”
“Maybe these Southlanders come to grips with their deaths better, and
there really aren’t many around here.” S’bule suggested, having been
silently listening up to that point.
“Impossible.” I replied, but I didn’t feel as sure as I sounded. It was
enough to make them stop pressing the issue though.
Yonah’s question bothered me the rest of the day and even beyond
that. It was yet another question I just didn’t have an answer for. The
number of questions I had seemed to be mounting.
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∞ 04 ∞
Soul Trap
Yonah’s

observation about me not seeing any souls rankled at my
being. Something about this city and the fact that I had, in fact, not seen
any souls really sat wrong with me. I couldn’t put my finger on it though.
You might think I’d be grateful and just not worry about the fact that there
were no souls that needed my help in this city, that I would think my job
here was done, but I knew for a fact that it was not. I could feel those
souls out there somewhere, but it was if they were hiding from me.
The very notion that souls would want to hide from me of all people,
when it is my sole purpose in life to set them free, had my mind in knots.
More than once I snapped at my companions, not out of malice, but out
of frustration. Like a word tantalizingly hanging at the tip of your tongue,
the souls evaded me. Even when I purposely tried to focus on a nearby
soul and seek it out, it would just slip past me like water through my
fingers. Not even that really, because that would mean I’d touched or at
least seen the soul, which was not the case.
Somehow, souls seemed to have slid into another layer of reality from
me. They were like fleeting shadows to me now, and I couldn’t for the life
of me figure out why. My entire purpose for living was being negated and
I had no clues as to why or what was causing it.
Our meetings with the genteel folk of Naquiranjo didn’t seem to be
panning out, so we were out searching the city again. Yonah was
becoming an unbearable pain, I was sullen and dejected I’m sure, Josiah
was bored, and with no real developments, Hewitt was quickly losing
interest in our plight. Of the lot of us, only S’bule seemed unbothered by
our lack of successes, but he is a more patient man than I. He is, after
all, a tireless demon hunter who takes his calling rather serious. Didn’t he
cross the wide seas to come to our strange new land to complete a
hunt?
He still hadn’t found his quarry yet either.
Our first breakthrough came when we were visiting some of the
religious facilities in the city. I call them facilities instead of churches or
cathedrals because they were more multi-purpose than either of those
other labels. The priests and their servants lived and worked together in
these rather large and expansive complexes. Of course, each had their
respective duties both humble and lofty to attend to. Many of these
duties included making and preparing just about everything the priests
would need in their daily lives. Other than some food and raw materials,
they were almost self-sufficient, and many of them were very skilled at
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their trades, a fact well evidenced by the breathtaking sculptures,
carvings, and gardens on the religious grounds.
It had been my idea to visit these abbeys or whatever you might wish to
refer to them as, but it was S’bule who noticed a pattern in their layout.
We had been walking from one to another, and it was perhaps the fifth
time we’d passed this structure in the last week alone. There had always
been something about the strange shape of the building and the odd
textures and mix of gray, tan, and white shades of limestone and mud
bricks they’d used to construct it. Whatever it was, none of us could
figure out why it caught our attention or what was so important about it –
that was a feeling I was growing tired of very quickly, I might add.
As we walked away from that abbey, we found ourselves on the path to
the next one, which was some distance across from the city. When we
got there, it too had some strange markings. Again, it was not the first
time we’d seen these buildings by any means, but having seen one right
after another, S’bule was finally able to notice the way in which they were
laid out, even if he didn’t mention it yet.
When we were done wandering around the grounds for that second
abbey, he led us directly to the third and final one, which was across the
city again, in another section entirely from the previous two.
“They’re laid out in a triangle. A perfect triangle I’d bet.” S’bule
observed, staring at the odd markings that were on the third abbey as
well.
“Pardon?” I asked.
“The clergy’s three main holdings in this city. They’re laid out in a
triangle. The markings seem to coincide with each other too. I’ll bet that if
you could somehow push the three buildings together, they’d fit like
some sort of puzzle.”
Hewitt scratched his head and nodded in agreement after a moment. “I
think he’s right. I never noticed it myself though.”
I stared at him for a minute as he stood there imagining the three
buildings together as one before trying to imagine what he saw for
myself. The image began to form in my head, and my vision swam. My
ears began ringing and whispers crept into the barely audible end of my
hearing. I gagged, the taste of bile rising in my throat. For a moment, I
saw the whole city in my mind – laid out like a careful and very complex
rune.
“You see?” S’bule asked, grinning widely. He looked a bit green too,
and I knew he had felt what I had too.
“Juheinnem’s runes. This whole city is like an alter to him, and I doubt
many people would ever know.”
He nodded. “Brilliant really, but it also means that whoever planned this
has been around for a long time, because some of these buildings are
rather old. At the very least they’ve left detailed plans with successors
who could be trusted to stick to the overall plan.”
I grimaced. “Demons, likely. As we suspected.”
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S’bule was about to reply, but Josiah pitched over suddenly, frothing at
the mouth. He twitched and his muscles contracted spasmodically.
Quickly as I could, I knelt and crammed the leather sheath of his knife
into his mouth for him to bite down on. S’bule held the boy’s legs as I put
my weight down on his shoulders. The boy bucked wildly, his limbs filled
with an unordinary strength.
As Josiah’s fit passed and he began to still, a crowd started to gather
around. We paid them no mind, helping the boy back to his feet instead.
He wobbled shakily as I supported him with an arm under his armpit and
wrapped around his chest.
“Ah saw em.” He whispered feebly, panting.
“What?” Hewitt asked. “What did you say?”
“Ah fund the suhls, Gahge. Ah fund them.”
Upon hearing Josiah’s declaration, a chill set in on my heart. It just
happened to coincide with us coming under the watchful eyes of a pair of
priests with their giant headdresses and opal-studded robes. They
pushed through a small crowd that had formed around to watch the
strange northern boy flop about during his fit. Things like that don’t
change no matter where you live – people will always gather when
someone is hurt or acting strangely.
Hewitt saw them coming before S’bule, or I, we being more worried
about Josiah than he. “Quickly.” He hissed. “Let’s make ourselves
scarce.”
I looked up, about to make an angry reply about his manners and
general disposition for wanting to make the boy move before he was
ready. Then I saw the approaching priests, and quickly agreed. With
Josiah under my arm, I hurried off after Hewitt, who cut the crowd like a
ship’s keel through water.
The priests were caught up in the crowd as it closed around us, and we
saw their headdresses bob in irritation as they tried to force their way
past men and women who were almost oblivious to their presence –
something they’re not used to at all. These people take their religion
seriously and their priests even more seriously.
Had we not slipped away, I’m not really sure what would have
happened. It was perhaps fortunate, since people causing disturbances
are often seen as trouble-makers, and we were foreigners to boot, so it
didn’t bode well for us should we have been caught then. I couldn’t
exactly trust clerics that guided these people in a religion of twisted truths
and partial falsehoods anyway, because even had they stuck to the
legends and stories as my people knew it, they were the ones who
presided over a city laid out for some purpose I felt was wrong. I just
couldn’t believe they weren’t somehow involved in it all.
Josiah confirmed my suspicions when we had returned to Hewitt’s
apartments.
We were going to make him comfortable as best we could, but Yonah
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interposed herself between the boy and us men. She began mothering
him as if he were her own child. She spoke to him in hushed tones,
calming him more than he probably needed, and washing his face with a
damp rag. She combed his unruly hair and straightened his shirt. Then
she made sure he was fed and given drink before we could question him.
When at last the boy’s hunger was sated, his thirst quenched, and his
calmness returned, we were allowed to question him. I was partly furious
at Yonah for making us wait. Another part of me were also heartened to
see her care for the boy and still another part of me was dying from
anxiousness – I wanted to know what he had seen to cause him go into
his fit.
“We’ve had enough waiting. Now out with your tale, boy.” S’bule
growled, beating me to the punch.
I glanced at the dark man, whose eyes were as serious as I’m sure
mine were. He stared back at me for a second, nostrils flaring a bit. We
turned as one then to Josiah, who looked at us with every bit of maturity
and responsibility as an adult might have summoned.
“Ah know wuh the suhls ahh.”
“Where?” I demanded. My frustrations at being unable to find souls for
the first time in my life were untold. I had never known such
helplessness. They might as well have removed my sight or made me
into a cripple, I felt that disarmed by my inability to find the lost souls
within the city.
“Undah zuh si-teh. Zhay-eh is suhm saht uv tah-r-rep. It ceh-shez the
suhls.”
Hewitt looked at me questioningly. Josiah rarely said so many words at
once, and never so fast. I too, was lost as to the entirety of Josiah’s
message, but not to the extent Hewitt was. We had Josiah repeat himself
three times before we finally understood it all.
“Under the city. There is some sort of trap. It catches the souls.” Yonah
said quietly so that the impact of Josiah’s words could sink in on us all.
“Well?” S’bule asked, directing his gaze at me. “Is it true? Is the boy
right?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re the soul-carrier.” S’bule replied. “You know better than any of us
what’s possible or not.”
I shrugged. “I’m not infallible. I only know what my teacher taught me,
and he only knew what his teacher taught him. Everything else we figure
out on our own. I’d be willing to venture a guess that if what Josiah says
is true, that I will be the first of my kind to deal with something like it.”
That held their questions off for a moment, so I turned to Josiah, who
looked expectantly at us. “How do you know this? Explain it to me.”
He told us then, how he had felt a strong pull of souls under his feet,
and how he also knew there was water down there which ran through
pipes. The water drew him, so he had left his body, setting his spirit into
the water like I did on the winds with my own spirit.
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The pull had been impossibly strong, for that water was filled with the
essences of hundreds of trapped souls. The water had caught them – a
whole city’s worth of dead that had collected for who knows how many
years. He had followed the loop around, or triangle if I am to be
completely accurate. The three abbeys sit above the corners of the
underground tunnels, but there was also a long channel that led off to the
south. Inexorably, it seemed to channel all the soul essences away from
this city to parts unknown.
The sheer planning and construction of this system of tunnels is
staggering to comprehend. Only demons could have planned it, with
each city and tunnel meticulously placed and grown to fit the master
plan, of which we had no true picture. The scope of this tunnel system
could spread throughout the whole of the Southlands. It might have
taken hundreds of years to complete.
The patience, dedication, planning, and power required to do this was…
again, staggering. My mind swam with the possibilities: tens of
thousands of souls maybe, presumably all being collected in one place
somewhere to the south. If the souls were not just used and devoured
outright by whatever sat in the center of this continent-wide web that is.
And even worse, somehow Juheinnem fit into this puzzle, for it was his
name these clerics and whomever built these tunnels invoked when they
performed whatever dark rituals or practices to collect the souls in the
waters below the city.
“This isn’t good.” I said finally, barely aware of four sets of eyes resting
on me.
Their murmurs fell on deaf ears. My eyes glazed over, and I cast myself
to the winds to try and find who was responsible for all of this.
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∞ 05 ∞
Found Out
We were deep into a conversation, a conversation that had started with
Josiah’s revelation earlier and had continued well into the evening. Our
topics of discussion were weighty, and our hearts were heavier for it. We
spoke of demons, the abbeys, the soul stream beneath the city, and we
conjectured about what might be controlling the soul stream – if it had
not also planned and created it that is.
As engrossed in our topic as we were, we didn’t notice the approaching
lights outside Hewitt’s apartments. In fact, it wasn’t until there was a
knock at the door that one of us looked up from the dwindling light of the
last flickering candle on the table between us. Yonah raised a cry, and
we all looked at where she pointed. The lights from outside were coming
in through the slats in the shuttered windows. There were lots of them,
and they accompanied whoever was knocking at the door just then.
S’bule’s chair scraped across the floor, waking Josiah, who had been
sleeping peacefully in his chair, his head down on the table. There was a
ring of metal as his sickle-swords came out, parting in his hands until
each heavy fist held a half of the greater sword.
“Whuh?” Josiah asked worriedly, blinking sleep out of his eyes.
“Wake, Josiah. Trouble is about.” I whispered as I, too, stood.
I grabbed the bronze spear, which had once been S’bule’s demonhunting partner’s weapon, from its place beside the door. Then, before I
opened the door, I shooed the rest of them upstairs.
“I won’t go.” S’bule insisted.
“You’ll need to go if this is as bad as it looks. I feel soul energy out
there, and they seem to have the place surrounded. You can escape
from the roof as I hold them off.”
“I refuse.”
I saw the set of determination in his eyes, and knew I couldn’t deny him
this. “Fine. Throw the others to the next roof so they can escape, and
then come back to help me.”
He nodded quickly, gave Hewitt a shove toward the stairs, and then
began hauling Josiah off under one arm while pushing Yonah in front of
him with the other. I waited until they’d reached the landing at the top of
the first flight of stairs before I finally opened the door.
My timing was such that the priest who waited on the other side of the
door had his hand extended to knock again. He looked at me in surprise,
opals and feathers swinging from his headdress as he stepped back just
one half-pace. The wicked grin on my face probably didn’t much help
matters.
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“We’ve come to question you.” The priest announced brusquely in his
baritone voice, reassuming his natural air of authority.
“Oh?” I murmured. “Whatever for?”
“You caused a disturbance in the square earlier today, by the Abbey of
Machkias?”
I decided to try the direct approach. “What of it? They boy was ill.”
His eyes narrowed on me predatorily. “Then you admit it?”
“I didn’t realize it was wrong for a boy to have a fit in public? He’s not
well, just so you know. Sometimes he nearly dies from them.”
“I must see the boy at once.”
“That’s not a good idea. He’s resting, and I have him being tended by…
my wife. She’s quite good with the boy.”
“I will not ask again.” The priest said angrily, somewhat vexed by the
fact that I had not openly agreed to his demand. Apparently they’re not
often disobeyed.
Glancing around the crowd of blank faces around the priest, each face
lit up by the light from the torches they held aloft as they surrounded the
building, I sighed. They all wore necklaces of soul energy, though it had
been somehow removed from the souls themselves, as if they’d stripped
all will for vengeance, affirmation, or last chances from these trapped
souls, and they’d made it into a pure energy source.
Briefly, I imagined what it must be like to be able to draw energy off this
great stream of souls, and just bend the energy to your will without
having to worry about pleasing this soul or that one. At the same time,
the prospects were frightening. I had drawbacks and balances for my
powers. Some might even say the whole equation is unfairly balanced
against me. I don’t know that it is, but I’m just not handed power to do as
I please.
Instead of answering, I simply shut the door in the priest’s face. He
must have been shocked, because I could hear him stammering in
surprise even through the door. I threw the deadbolt and pulled the board
down across the back of the door to bar it. I stepped back then, spear
leveled as my eyes swept from window to window and then back to the
door.
At the very least, I had to buy time for the others to escape. Hopefully, I
wouldn’t hurt too many innocent townsfolk in the process, but I’m not
going to put their safety over that of my friends and myself. I just wasn’t
going to feel very good about myself in the morning if I killed dozens of
commoners under the thrall of the priest outside my door.
Glass broke to my left, the tinkling shards bouncing off the tile floor, and
I knew then that it had begun.
The barred door presented a greater obstacle than the windows, so it
was the windows they came through first. They were poorly armed and
their eyes were vacant of any intelligence; they operated on a level akin
to animal need, and that made them dangerous because they couldn’t
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feel fear.
The haft of my spear struck the first man through the window in the
face, and then I clobbered the man next to him between the eyes. As
they fell, unconscious or stunned but hopefully not dead, more quickly
took their place. They clambered through each of the windows, breaking
the shutters and glass as they came. There was no thought of being hurt
or care for not cutting themselves on the shards of glass as they entered.
Some even fell through the windows, only to be trampled by the next
man through.
My spear was a whirlwind in my hands, the flat of the blade and the haft
stinging and smashing flesh and bone. I pulled many of my attacks,
hopeful that these innocents would survive being used by the priests like
this, but it quickly became a non-issue.
It’s easy to pull a few swings here and there, but when you’re fighting
for dear life and there’s a half-dozen crazed men and women grabbing at
you to pull you down and kill you or take you away in chains, you start to
worry more about yourself than them. And that’s just what I did. Blood
spattered the floor and the ceiling, as well as the townsfolk around me.
Their cries of pain were guttural grunts, as if their brains struggled to
recognize the pain. Most simply stopped moving once I’d incapacitated
them, but a few kept coming back for more if I didn’t disable them. They
were relentless, and I was tiring. What I would have done for a few extra
souls in me at a time like that… They weren’t to be found though. All the
spare souls this city had were trapped in the tunnels below.
I heard a sickening crunch as a nose and a cheekbone collapsed under
my careful ministrations. Another man took a deep and likely lethal cut
across the chest. Then I heard the back door open and a lot of heavy
footsteps. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that I was surrounded, and I
knew that very soon I wouldn’t even have room to swing my spear
around.
A spear isn’t like a sword where you can back yourself into a corner and
keep your enemies at bay either; no, you need room to work with both
ends when you’re facing multiple enemies from more than one direction.
So I fought my way to the heavy trestle table and vaulted atop it, caving
in an older fellow’s forehead as I did so. Even with the height advantage,
I knew I was about done here. Pairs of hands grasped at my feet and
clothes, trying to haul me down even as I crushed their fingers with my
feet and the butt of my spear.
More heavy steps didn’t bode well, until I heard a battle cry and the
distinctive ring of demon-quenched bronze sickle swords parting. The
crowd parted as S’bule removed men and women alike of limbs, heads,
and torsos. Like a living wheat thresher, he separated the crowd into
smaller pieces.
I called out to him, begging him to not kill them, and for my generosity, I
was bitten on the calf. I was nearly pulled down into the crowd then, but I
caught the wrought iron chandelier as I slipped, and I swung beyond my
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immediate attackers. Of course, they fell upon me again before I even
had a chance to brace myself for them.
Even S’bule was having a hard time twirling those blades of his through
as much meat, sinew, and bone as now surrounded him. The two of us
flailed about with all four limbs and whatever weapons presented
themselves. We fought tooth and nail, pressing any advantage we could
as we used the room against the enemy. Bodies piled up as our
endurance slowly left us, and still they came, slipping over the blood and
gore of the fallen.
They crawled over each other to get at us, each of them wrapped about
the neck with a steel blue necklace of soul energy. My body had been
battered enough that I was starting to look a bit more like S’bule’s skin
tone, while his dark skin swelled and purpled around his bruises.
Then something strange happened. My spear, its grip bloodied and slick
in my hands, slid through one of my attackers, and my hand came to rest
near his neck. I absorbed the soul energy from his necklace into myself
then. I gasped in refreshment, not unlike what you might do if you
jumped into a crisp, cold lake on a hot summer day. Even that little bit of
energy fueled me, and there was no cost exacted from me by the soul for
using it.
Always, when I took a soul into me, I’d felt its needs and desires, but
with this there were none. Even the bits of soul I’d taken from Arana’s
webs and spiders were not this pure and clean of desires.
I laughed then, and took as many other soul fragments as I could. The
people I took them from stared at me dumbly, although some had the
wisdom to look horrified by the violence being done around them or in
some cases to them. Wails of fear and pain joined the cacophony of our
skirmish.
Deep down though, I knew that they could send these men and women
at us for days on end if they had to, and in the end we’d make mistakes,
or they’d win out some other way. We just couldn’t defeat and entire
town, and in fact, I had no desire to. These were innocent, hardworking,
Southlanders we were killing with each swing of swords or stab of
spears.
So I began channeling all the soul energies I’d taken into myself from
my attackers into the spear. It held the power to slay demons that had
tasted many souls, so I knew it would do what I needed it to do. For how
long it would work, I didn’t know. Each man and woman I could find, I
sent that bit of soul from around their neck into my spear. Their collars
dissipated, and their wills returned.
Many fled now that I was absorbing as many soul necklaces as I could.
There was nothing left to empower them to do these evil deeds that
they’d never have done if given the choice. For each one I set free or
S’bule killed, there was always another one to take their places.
“S’bule!” I called to him, keeping a particularly nasty-looking man away
from me. His eyes were wide with anticipation and he licked his lips
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nervously. I battled my way toward S’bule, so I could tell him my plan.
“What?” S’bule grunted, striking down a pair of men with one slice.
“They won’t stop. Let’s give in. They’ll take us to whoever is in charge.”
“I don’t understand.”
“These men aren’t armed to kill. They want to capture us. They have
need of us or want to see us.”
S’bule glanced at me and frowned. He paused to kill a woman, and
then resumed his frown. “Very well. You had better know what you’re
doing.”
“I do.” I promised, not adding the, “I think,” that I felt.
I lowered my arms then, and let them tackle me to the ground. They
weren’t gentle, and they took liberties kicking and punching me. S’bule
roared as they pulled him down. I didn’t see, but I heard his fists make
meaty crashing noises as he thrashed about. He didn’t fall easily, and it
was against his nature to give up like this, but we had no choice. We
couldn’t fight a whole city.
At least the others escaped, I thought as consciousness left me in
darkness. I imagine I smiled despite the bruises my face had incurred.
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∞ 06 ∞
The Demon in His Lair
We were brought back to consciousness a short time later, by means of
a rather vinegary-smelling substance they thrust under our noses. I
gagged and retched at the strength of the odor. My head began
pounding almost immediately, likely a mixed response from having been
pounded into unconsciousness and having that awful, effluvious
substance waved under my nostrils. Then they left and their footsteps
retreated through the darkness.
I smelled something else that was foul. It took a moment to realize it
was me that I smelled. Our efforts to fight off the mindless townsfolk,
being apparently dragged through the broken house and then the city
while accumulating whatever fluids, offal, trash, and grime might have
been on the ground between there and here. Here was… well, I
assumed it was the nearest abbey, but my face was on the gritty floor
and it was dark, so it could have been anywhere in the city really.
My muscles protested as I tried to roll over, only to find myself bound at
the hands and feet. They’d pulled my arms behind my back, and then
tied another knot between my ankles and feet, which were not quite
close enough to touch. I found though, that with some rolling back and
forth, I could get enough momentum to roll over onto my other side,
which then gave me a look at S’bule.
His eyes were bright in the near darkness. He grinned painfully, a brave
show of spirit considering how dire our situation portended to be.
“Are your bonds loose at all?” I whispered.
He shook his head and wiggled very slightly – apparently as far as he
could move. I grimaced. My hands and feet were already numb from the
tight cords lashed around them, so much so in fact that I knew that even
if I could move them I’d not be able to even feebly attempt to untie
myself.
“Josiah and the others? Are they safe?” He asked me.
“Let me see if I can find them.” I replied, taking a long look around the
dark room to see if anyone might be around. I heard and saw no one, so
I set my spirit free of my body.
Almost immediately I wished I had not. Something tugged at my spirit
like fishhooks in the essence of my being. They pulled down toward that
stream of souls that momentarily felt inviting even though I knew what it
would mean for me if I did so. I’d be adrift and as good as dead, nothing
more than potential power for the demons who assuredly ran this whole
network to use.
I’m an experienced wind walker though, and not even this would hold
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me unless I let it.
I drifted above my body then, twisting and whirling on the light drafts
that ambled about the chamber where we laid. After a few moments, I
caught a draft that sent me under the nearest door, and out of captivity. I
went about the corridors of the building that held us then, confirming that
we were indeed within one of the three abbeys.
Lines of priest novitiates chanted in cadence with their soft steps as
they walked the halls of the abbey, while others limned copies of
religious texts. Soft candlelight or oil lights lit most of the chambers within
the sprawling complex, but some places were lit with a grayish-blue light.
Soul energy dissipated from special receptacles created to slowly
release the energy for light or heat. The stream of souls beneath the city
powered many of the simple machines, like the water wheels and the
pumps as well.
It appalled me to see soul energy spent in such a trivial manner. They
used it to ease their days and lighten their tasks like one might casually
use fuel or animal labor. Many of them, I was sure, had no idea what the
blue light meant or that they were using the souls and aspirations of the
unresting dead in their daily lives. Some must though. How could the
highest priests not know? They had to be the demons.
By chance I floated down a hallway with open windows, and I left the
abbey. I say by chance because most of the reddish-gold glass windows
were leaded in place so they could not open. Outside, it was still night,
and the city of Naquiranjo lay spread out before my spirit like an open
blanket. Thousands of lit windows and apertures gave the city a hazy
light that battled off the encroaching darkness, as if the citizens as a
whole were scared to let their city go dark lest something horrible befall
them.
Little did they know that the evil they feared was already among them.
Or maybe it was worse than I thought, and they knew but tolerated such
an evil among them, considering the price well worth the benefits a
demon might offer, benefits that I couldn’t begin to understand.
It took me some time to find Josiah’s spirit among the thousands of
others that inhabited the city. I homed in on the familiar spirit when I
finally noticed it with a pair of others, one badly wounded. The three of
them were holed up in the attic of a narrow building, some four stories
above the ground.
Josiah’s eyes lifted to my intangible – except to him – spirit. He opened
his arms and took my essence into him.
“Where are you?” He asked me, speaking within his mind and not
aloud.
“I’m in one of the Abbeys. S’bule is with me.”
“You were captured?”
His body nodded in answer to his own question, my doing, and then it
assumed a frown, which was of his doing.
“Hewitt is dying.”
160

AFTERLIVES
He turned his head to my countryman, who lay bound in scraps of
Yonah’s dress and Josiah’s shirt. Hewitt’s chest rose and fell unevenly,
and I could tell by the way the bandages soaked through that they had
not been able to stop the bleeding. His head was cradled on Yonah’s lap,
and she comforted him as his life slowly left him.
“How?”
Josiah clenched his teeth together bitterly, remembering what had
happened. The memories played back before my eyes. He showed me
how they had fled across the rooftops, pursued by more servants of the
priests. Many of them had fallen off rooftops as they attempted to hurl
themselves after Josiah, Yonah, and Hewitt during the chase.
At one point during their flight, Josiah had slipped and would have fallen
to his death had Hewitt not caught him by the wrist. The townsfolk under
the control of the priests caught up to them then, and Hewitt held onto
Josiah’s little hand even as the men and women kicked and stabbed him.
Then, with a cry of anger and desperation, he had stood upright, fought
them off, and jumped to the next roof with Josiah in his arms.
It was a mighty leap; one that the others couldn’t make after Yonah
broke off a thin part of the roof’s soffit. Of course they tried anyway, and
more than a dozen of them died on the limestone alleys below before
they stopped pursuing. Josiah and the others didn’t know what had
caused them to stop following, but I knew it must have been when S’bule
and I had finally fallen.
It had felt like we had fought the townsfolk for much longer than
Josiah’s memories seemed to imply, but then, some things that are in
actuality only a few moments of passing time feel like an eternity instead.
This was likely one of those cases.
“So you pulled him in here and haven’t left since.”
“Yes. We can do little for him. His organs are pierced. It is beyond our
skill.” Josiah said, and he must have murmured aloud as well, because
Yonah looked over at him.
“What is it?” She hissed. “Is someone near?”
“Gujah. Hus wih me.”
“Gage? How?”
“In spihwit.”
“Is he…”
Josiah shook his head. “Nuh. Hehs ahlahv. Now beh quah-et. Tawkeng
ta em.” He closed his eyes then and concentrated on me then. “What
can I do to help?”
“Get away. I don’t think you can help this time. It’s not like the time with
Arana. We’re dealing with something much greater here.” I told him.
“No. There’s something we can do. I’m not giving up on you and S’bule.
I won’t have it.”
“You have a man’s heart, but a child’s body. Don’t spend your life on
something that is beyond you.”
Tears of shame blossomed in Josiah’s eyes, and I felt the terrible doubt
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and remorse that coursed through his heart. He was filled with if only’s: if
only I was older, if only I were stronger, if only I was as tough as S’bule…
“There is still hope. Escape the city, and if we can, we will meet you
south of here. I will find you.”
“No.” He pleaded.
“If not for me, do it for Yonah, who needs you, and for Hewitt who has
given his life to save you from the demons here. Those responsible for
this will pay, either by my hands or by yours when you are old enough to
hold a blade that no man can stand against and avenge Hewitt.”
He nodded finally. “I will. Get out of there, Gage. Don’t let me down.”
“I will do my best, Josiah. Be strong now, I can feel them coming for
us.”
“Don’t let me down.” He whispered to himself as I left him.
My soul retreated quickly then, hurrying back to my body. I knew they
were watching over Hewitt’s last moments then, because his soul was
ready to walk the winds into the skies.
We were hauled up, and hung on strange posts that had hooks that slid
under each armpit. They weren’t that unlike crutches I suppose, but to
say they were even the slightest bit comfortable would have been a
tremendous exaggeration. Your armpits were not meant to support your
full body’s weight for any length of time, let alone with your legs still tie
behind your back.
A pair of priests in ceremonial robes stood to either side of us, having
been the ones who put us on these strange racks. The racks themselves
weren’t about to break from our weight or tip over either, being that they
were made of metal and they fit snuggly in holes in the stone. This was
something that they’d done before to be sure.
The room began to brighten as a strip of the wall took on a soul’s
grayish-blue hue. I grunted in disgust and looked over at S’bule.
He mouthed Josiah’s name to me and then Yonah and Hewitt’s, to
which I made two slight nods and then a headshake. Relief crossed his
face, for he was rather fond of the boy and Yonah was certainly no one
he’d wish harm upon, even if they argued on a regular basis and rarely
saw eye to eye where the boy’s upraising was concerned. I knew he
wasn’t happy that Hewitt had come to harm, but he certainly wasn’t going
to mourn for him like he would have for either of the other two.
One of the priests noticed the little exchange, and I was struck across
the back of the head. I rocked back and forth painfully on the racks,
grimacing as my head began to ache even worse than before.
Headache of a lifetime or not, I still worried about Josiah and Yonah. I
doubted I would have another chance to check on them and make sure
they’d escaped the city safely. They wouldn’t even have food for long.
They’d be alone out there and unprepared for what they would face. I’d
have to escape, that’s all there was to it – not that I hadn’t planned to do
so anyway.
162

AFTERLIVES
A door opened behind us, and a cool breeze tickled the hairs on the
back of my neck, causing them to raise. Two lines of priests, one to
either side of us, walked along the periphery of the oval-shaped room.
They met at the far end of the room to form an ellipse around us.
“Messannite, you are far from your home.” One of the priests said.
My eyes searched for the source of the voice, somewhere in front of us,
but in the dim light and with there being so many priests – maybe fifty in
all – I couldn’t be sure which it was.
“I like a change of scenery now and then.” I ventured, hoping to
determine which priest had spoken when they replied again.
Unfortunately, I was struck on the skull again for my insolent reply, and
I didn’t see which one said in return, “Smug, even to the last.”
“Kessallite, you are even further from home. I understand you’re a
demon hunter too.” The priest laughed, a husky, mirthful noise. “Some
good it did you, eh?”
“I come not for the scenery, but out of duty.” S’bule replied simply.
“And yet even you have failed, and I doubt you even know of the
greatness you have stumbled across so ignorantly. This is not some
insignificant minor demon from your grassy plains that you are dealing
with, Kessallite.”
S’bule shrugged. “A demon’s home and fellows are of secondary
importance to killing him. Or her.”
“It.” I suggested helpfully.
“I respect that you’re impudent even in the face of your own deaths.”
The still unrevealed priest commented. “But are you willing to sacrifice
the lives of even your friends – the boy and woman who escaped?”
“Don’t try to cow me with your pointless threats.” I sneered. “If you had
them you’d already be torturing them with your bland speeches the same
way your are with us. You know as well as I do that they have escaped
your grasp.”
“Yes, they did, but in your denial, you’ve just told me that there are two
among your group of outlanders who can spirit walk. One of you even
seems to be a soul receptacle.” The priest said smugly, finally stepping
forward. He turned to S’bule then, saying, “It’s in rather remarkable
company you travel, Kessallite.”
I noted the priest’s height and weight, nothing remarkable, but still the
hood was forward and obscuring a look at the priest’s face. S’bule’s eyes
widened and he concentrated on the hidden face within the shadows of
the hood. I held my breath, wondering if S’bule could really capture the
demon so easily. The priest turned to him, threw his head back, and
laughed.
“Did you think that would work? For that I’d need eyes.” The priest said,
pulling the hood back to reveal a pair of empty eye sockets within a bald
but human head, albeit an old and liver-spotted head. “Besides, this is an
entirely human body. Even were you able to kill it, I’d just take another
from among my acolytes here.”
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S’bule looked at me, as if to ask if I had any suggestions. I had none at
the moment.
The priest quieted, and looked at us long and hard. “You’re actually
quite disappointing for the men who have been causing so much trouble
for my lesser brethren north of here. How you managed to defeat Arana,
simple and weak as she is, and the Bone Dancer from our Blood Cults,
I’ll never know.”
“Anything dies if you cut it in the right place.” S’bule observed. “Even
demons hiding in the bodies of sightless old men.”
“A threat?” The sightless priest smirked. “I hardly think you’re in a
position to be making threats, but I never expected one of your kind here.
Your folk were better off when they were slaves to the lesser demons of
the caverns beneath the seas. The demons there aren’t exactly bright or
even powerful, and to think that it took your people centuries to win
freedom from those mongrels doesn’t speak well of Kessalla’s seed.”
I was getting rather tired of this man, demon, or whatever it was talking.
I don’t much like braggarts, and this creature was the worst of that sort.
“Are you going to talk us to death, or are you going to be done with us?”
“Oh, I’ll kill you now, don’t worry. I just wanted to see the vaunted
blessed one of Messanna and his witless lackey from Asora. You’re
something of a novelty to me, and living as long as we do, we need a bit
of entertainment every few decades.”
There was something of a laugh that ran through all the priests that
surrounded us then. It was disquieting how they all laughed as one,
almost like extensions of the sightless priest, who drew back to rejoin the
line of acolytes.
No. He wasn’t rejoining the circle, he went back to get something. I
frowned as he reached out to one of his acolytes and took something
from him. The bronze tip of my spear shone brightly in the wash of soulgenerated light.
As he walked toward us; he used the spear as a walking stick, and with
each tap of the haft to the stone floor; I could feel the weapon thrum. He
stopped four paces away, and drew back the weapon in his hands to ram
it through my heart.
I reached out with my spirit and took control of the soul energy stored
within the spear from the collars of energy I’d broken when the townsfolk
had attacked us in the apartments. The spear shot out of his hands and
stabbed into the priest standing beside me. He stumbled backward and
the spear popped out of him with a meaty squish, falling across my wrists
in such a way that my bonds were cut cleanly from my wrists. I dropped
off the rack to my knees and then threw myself over to grab my spear.
Or, that’s what I tried at least, but I had not accounted for how weak my
limbs would be after being deprived of circulation for so long. My feet
were like lead and my hands like dead wood. I wobbled and fell when I
tried to stand, and the spear all but fell out of my hands.
“Kill him!” The eyeless priest yelled.
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Out came dozens of ceremonial daggers made of colored shards of
glass. I squeezed the end of the spear with all the might my circulationdeprived muscles could manage, and that nearly wasn’t enough. Then I
grimaced and forced myself upright again in time to crush the jaw of the
second priest, who had helped hang me on the rack, when he came after
me with his greenish knife. S’bule was about to get his throat opened up
in one nasty sort of red smile, so I slid the spear slid down my hands until
I held only the end of it, and swung it around in a great loop over my
head to gain me some working room. The two priests backed away,
while all the others slowly closed in to encircle the two of us.
I risked a moment’s opening to attack to slice S’bule’s bonds off of his
wrists and feet, and then resumed swinging the spear around in a wide
loop. He stayed low, keeping beneath the swinging spear I held in my
hands, and while his eyes were eager to join the fight, his body wasn’t
ready yet.
“What do we do?” He asked, kneeling beside me and watching the
priests close in.
I didn’t get a chance to answer. A few of the priests were braver than
others, and they tried to duck in and stab me when my back was turned,
but I caught them across the chest with a boot or with the butt of the
spear. As soon as I sent one of them to the floor in a heap, I resumed
swinging my spear in figure eights or in loops, alternating to give them
less of a chance to catch me off guard.
“The walls! The souls in the walls.” S’bule shouted, pointing.
I hazarded a glance over at the walls, only to have to fight off a couple
more of the priests who circled around me like a pack of rabid dogs.
Their eyes gleamed sickly in the unearthly glimmer of blue soul light.
I called the winds to me then, drawing the little breezes and drafts up
around me. I channeled it all around the spear, causing it to be a whirling
blur of bronze and air. My arms twisted faster and faster. When my
hands could no longer keep up, I simply let go, flinging it with all my
might toward the wall. The spear tore through a man and pierced the
blue strip of wall. The room erupted in a flash of white and blue and I was
bathed in soul energy. It was like stepping into the middle of an inferno.
Faces and pieces of shattered dreams surged around me, as much
physical manifestations of the soul energy as feelings exuded by the
presence of so much raw energy. It coursed through me, absorbing into
my muscles and tissues while they ignored those around me. S’bule later
said that I glowed nearly like the noontime sun in that instance, but I
don’t see how that could be.
I gathered that energy in, feeding directly on the stream that coursed
below the city. Then I flung it back at the priests, who were scattering
and trying to run away, only to find that the door was jammed by too
many bodies trying to press through at once.
The blasts of pure soul energy I threw at them propelled their bodies
aside like rag dolls. Those who languished too long in my righteous soul
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flames, and that meant all of them eventually, burned in their ceremonial
costumes as the fires of the dead bored right down into their very cores.
The room was a fit of raucous sound and my ears rang with the whispers
of the dead and the screams of the dying. They died with mouths open in
wretched screams as their very spirits withered and left their bodies. And
when the souls left the bodies, the corpses shriveled and desiccated
before our very eyes, crumbling into dust.
Then, the room cleared, leaving only three of us still alive: S’bule, the
blind priest, and myself.
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∞ 07 ∞
New Aims
“Bravo.” The blind priest said, clapping his hands.
S’bule growled, and stepped over to his bronze sickle swords, left
behind by a dead priest who was now nothing more than a small pile of
ash and brownish residue on the floor. Myself, I’m glad he did what he
did, because my body felt shredded and torn. I had vectored so much
energy through myself that my body was used and beyond doing much
more.
“Bravo?” I asked in confusion, still wondering how he was not destroyed
in all that had happened.
“I wanted to make sure you were as strong as I had hoped, for I have
much for you to do.”
“Why would we work for you?” S’bule demanded, shaking his swords at
the priest.
The priest sighed in irritation. “Because I am the lesser of two evils, and
I can help you kill the greater evil that lies to the south. It is he who sits at
the center of this web of souls he’s created over the last dozen centuries
or more.”
“Why would you want to kill him?” I asked. “Assuming you’re telling the
truth that is.”
“Because I don’t much like the way he runs things. His methods are
crude and wasteful. It was he who had planned this way to dispose of
you, but I tweaked his plan a little to give you a chance to show your true
abilities. I had to see if you were able to rid me of him, and I think you
just might be able to.”
“Why not do it yourself?” S’bule asked.
“Because I cannot. Even with all of my abilities and influence, the
Father is far beyond me. If I could somehow manage to kill him, his
disciples would destroy me. I need someone like you to do it for me and
leave me in such a way where I can assume control of his network.”
I frowned. “Why would we want that though? What would be the point in
destroying one tyrant only to replace him with another? And who is this
Father?” Despite partaking in the conversation, much of my mind was
still trying to figure out how I was supposed to destroy something even
greater than this being who stood before me. After all, the priest was
something that had managed to survive the destructive force of the
vectored souls I’d just released on the priests.
“Fair questions, assuredly.” The priest admitted with a nod, rubbing his
chin as he thought. “The Father is the Father of Nothing. He is the
firstborn of Machkias. This makes him the strongest child of Al167
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Nahazzarum’s own firstborn. He is a destroyer and a user; He uses us all
to create something that makes him more able to destroy and control.
And the answer to the other question is because I would call off all the
blood cults and the other problems we’ve created in your lands to the
north. That is why you will work for me and help me.”
My head swam. The Father of Nothing was the son of Juheinnem, who
was known as Machkias here. That such a being lived was frightening to
say the least, and to imagine having to face him was enough to make
better men than I turn around and run for a place to hide. It seemed to be
one of the pieces of the puzzle I’d been looking to answer though, pieces
that would explain all that had happened to me and to the lands I’d
traveled through in the past months. And beyond that, his words rang
true, even if he was a demon in a man’s form.
“But we’d still have a huge problem down here to deal with.” I said
finally.
“Not if you agreed to stay on your side of the mountains.”
“You live practically forever. We’ll be dead in a handful of years, and
you’ll be able to go back on your promise.”
“So you’ve won a life’s reprieve from the evils at my control for half the
continent. Isn’t that more than any of your kind has done before? And if it
is not, remember that I could have this entire city fight you to the death,
and I’m quite sure they’d find your woman and the boy too.“ The priest
suggested with a false smile.
“Can you now? Who would you rule over then if we managed to kill the
whole city?” S’bule remarked.
“It’s highly improbable that you’ll leave this room anyway, since you
seem bound and determined to destroy me instead of the true foe. Even
now my acolytes are filling the corridor outside of here. Even if you
manage to kill me, you will never leave this abbey alive unless you agree
to my terms. Even the walls are bled dry of their soul energy for now.
You haven’t the strength to fight me, so let us join forces to defeat the
Father of Nothing.”
I looked at S’bule, who looked like a man caught between something
horrible and something even worse. In the end, I had only one choice.
“I agree, but only if you come with us.” I said slowly and deliberately.
“With us?” S’bule said in surprise.
“Agreed.” The priest said, smiling widely. “I had planned on it anyway.
After all, I’ll make the best guide across these lands, since I know them.”
“How can you do that? Hewitt died because of this thing. We’re sworn
to kill demons!” S’bule protested.
“You’re sworn to kill demons, not me. Besides, we need to know
everything we can about what we face, and both parties in this
agreement know we’re going to be using the other as best we can.”
S’bule shook his head. “That doesn’t make it right.”
“No, it doesn’t,” I ruefully admitted, “but this isn’t a perfect situation by
any means. I’ll do what I must to insure that this evil I feel is
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extinguished.”
“And you have to understand that we’ll have to try to kill you after we’re
done with the Father of Nothing, assuming that we live that is.” I added
quickly.
The priest nodded. “I understand. It’s unfortunate, but expected.”
“What’s your name anyway? I need to call you something.”
“Jeslyn.” The priest answered.
“That’s a woman’s name.”
“Yes, it is.” Jeslyn admitted, saying nothing more in explanation.
“Fine. Let’s go then. We need to meet Josiah and Yonah.”
Jeslyn frowned. “Why the rush? I thought you’d like to rest.”
“The less time I spend in the company of demons, the easier this will be
for me.” I replied, starting for the door.
S’bule gave me another look of amazement and then he cast a
suspicious look over at Jeslyn, who stared right back at him as if he were
somehow able to see out of those empty eye sockets.
I sighed. I had a feeling I was going to have a lot of explaining to do to
Josiah and Yonah. What can I say though? The enemy of my enemy
makes a better target for aggression than I do, or at least I’d like to think
that’s how it works. Of course, there’s always the chance that the Father
of Nothing would attack me before the demon from among his servants
that betrays him.
You just can’t tell with demons – they don’t follow the same rules we do.
They don’t have to. Time will tell.
For now, it looks like the group has grown a bit, and while Hewitt died,
his death was not in vain and his sacrifice will not be forgotten.
Vengeance will arrive, and it won’t be pretty. I just hope Yonah and
Josiah saw things the same way I did.
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∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
If it seems my life is seldom easy, that’s entirely the truth. No sooner had
we tracked down the possible source of the tainted souls – that being the
soul stream under Naquiranjo – did we find ourselves under the scrutiny
of the priests of the city. The priests happened to be the willing servants
of either a remarkably strong or a very crafty demon named Jeslyn, who
appeared to be able to take over the bodies of people and use them as
his or her own.
I say his or her own, because the actual gender of Jeslyn is unknown. If
demons actually have a chosen gender. The few I’ve seen seem to take
on traits of males or females usually, unless they’re the lesser children of
a demon, in which case they may have very muted signs of any gender
or humanity at all. But the fact that they take on traits of males or females
of our species doesn’t mean that they actually are that gender. It might
all be for appearances sake.
Now Jeslyn was a puzzle to me. Jeslyn had chosen a rather
unassuming form for our meeting, that being a sightless old man who
couldn’t have been more than a few years away from the grave. Being
sightless made him resistant to any of S’bule’s demon-catching tricks,
but at the same time it also meant that the demon Jeslyn had known we
were coming, and that it had prepared a body that could combat our
abilities.
For that matter, I wasn’t even sure hacking the old priest’s form to
pieces would do us any good. After all, the soul energy I’d used to burn
dozens of priest novitiates and acolytes into smudges of dust and grease
on the floor of that underground chamber had done nothing to him at all.
Not a wispy hair on that mostly balding head had been harmed, and I
wasn’t too sure why.
I had my ideas though; don’t get me wrong. You don’t live as long as I
had with the abilities and job I have without being able to figure things
out. Souls follow many of the same rules, but most every case is a little
bit different. You learn to be adaptive and flexible in dealing with your
surroundings and the situations the souls put you in. Occasionally
though, you come across a really unique soul in a really unique situation.
It makes for quite an enigma.
The problem was that anything I might consider to be true about Jeslyn
was based on too much conjecture. Most of that conjecture stemmed
from two things. The first of those two things was the ability Jeslyn had to
switch bodies. If I could learn the mode and method the demon used for
this, I might figure out how I could defeat him… or her.
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My assumption was that the body Jeslyn wore was entirely human, and
therefore resistant to my attacks with soul fire. The acolytes had been
corrupted throughout their bodies by some seed of the demon’s power
that allowed Jeslyn to control them. Had they been entirely human, the
most it would have done is push them around and knock them down. It
was the evil within them that caused them to combust. Still, there must
have been something of the demon within the old man, or how could he
control it?
I couldn’t believe that the old man was so willing to be host to the
demon that the demon didn’t have to put any part of its being into the
man to control him. That suggested a level of cooperation and
compatibility that was simply unfathomable. No, the demon must have
found some way to safeguard the kernel of its power and being that was
somehow hidden within the man. This spoke measures of the demon
itself, and the power and knowledge it must have.
And even if the demon had managed to find someone who fit so well
with him, he couldn’t stay there forever. The old man was going to die
fairly soon, of that I was certain. And surely he could not plan to go
eyeless and walk the plains to reach whatever lied on our path to the
south. Demon-powered or not, the old man’s body would not make it.
I had to understand how the demon used the bodies, or how it moved
from body to body. The transmission of the demon’s spirit from one host
to another could have been by any means. It could be touch, exchange
of fluids, the sharing of a breath, or something entirely unrelated, like
transmission through water, air, fire or ground.
The second part of all my conjecture was on the interactions and the
social hierarchy of demons. S’bule knew more on this subject than I, so
we conversed about this very thing as we readied ourselves for our
journey southward.
The priests of the abbey had been ‘kind’ enough to lend us a washroom
replete with all we would need to not only bathe and bandage ourselves
after the treatment we’d endured during the past day, but also to outfit
ourselves for the actual journey. We were left alone for over an hour, and
it seemed as if Jeslyn had wanted time to prepare as well.
S’bule spoke at what length he could about the organization of demon
society, recalling what facts and lore he could from the demon-hunting
brotherhood back in Asora. Calling the social organization of demons a
society was a stretch simply because there was very little cooperation
among demons. Usually the Greater Tier Demons, which tended to be
less than three or four generations removed from Juheinnem’s original
demon offspring, tended to have a limited number of offspring of their
own. The offspring of the Greater Tier Demons were usually Lesser Tier
Demons, unless two Greater Tier Demons bred together, and even then
the offspring still might be Lesser rather than Greater.
Often though, the Greater would breed with animals or even humans,
which might create offspring of with unique abilities and a highly varied
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appearance. If there had ever been a common appearance among the
Dellanille, it was long forgotten and long lost even by their blood, which
had been greatly diluted and perverted since their initial conception.
Beyond the Lesser Dellanille, were the Vitiated Demons, which were so
corrupted by poor breeding or even over-breeding that they had little
more than an animal intelligence, and most were not pleasant to look
upon. Thrum Cap’s children, little more than crusty humanoid rocks,
were likely Vitiated Demons, instead of Lesser Tier Demons as I had
originally suspected. They were probably made from a union of Thrum
Cap’s own blood, his sprit, and demon-fouled stone.
So there were three known levels in the Dellanille hierarchy, but as to
which demon fell where, only they seemed to know. We could guess and
assume according to the powers they displayed, but that wasn’t always
going to be accurate, simply because we did not know the limitations of
the few demons we had seen as a collective group. And all that aside,
we had never encountered anything that would account for Jeslyn’s rank,
let alone this Father of Nothing. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it
would take in terms of power and influence to cow Jeslyn into
submission for what had likely been centuries.
Of course, Jeslyn was hoping to destroy the Father of Nothing now,
wasn’t he? Well, we assumed that at least. I for one wasn’t going to keep
my eyes closed to the possibility of a double-cross.
Jeslyn had said before that the Father of Nothing was the firstborn of
Juheinnem, and that didn’t bode well. He was the firstborn of the firstborn
son of the Creator Al-Nahazzarum. If I understood things correctly,
demon’s blood seemed to get less potent with each successive
generation, and here was the strongest of the Dellanille to ever walk the
world. This was the first of the first, born during the tumultuous time
when Juheinnem rebelled against his father.
If this was true, I couldn’t help but think our cause was hopeless. Yet if
it was, why would Jeslyn walk knowingly to his death? Was he that tired
of living under someone’s thumb? Was he ready to waste everything
he’d worked for in the last few centuries for one small chance at
freedom?
I frowned as I toweled off and began dressing for the trip southward. I
had rubbed liniment on my wounds and bruises to ease their aching, and
it seemed to do little good to a body as battered as mine. S’bule was
cleaning up similarly, and wincing at similar aches to my own. Neither of
us had fared terribly well when we had battled the endless waves of
mindless citizens under the power of the priests last night.
I shook my head as I thought about what we were about to begin. My
mind left demons for a moment, and I thought of Yonah and Josiah,
alone on the plains and heading south in hopes of meeting up with us.
Then I thought of Hewitt, his blood spilled to protect friends he’d known
but a week, and bravely spilt though he was no warrior. I sighed ruefully,
wondering if perhaps in death he was more a warrior than the merchant
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he had spent the rest of his life being. Would that my road ends as
honorably as his did.
As for my shame and my burdens, I had to add his death to the already
staggering weight of my duties, and then there’s always the fact that I
was consorting with the enemy who was very much responsible for
Hewitt’s death. It rankled at me to know that I was helping the enemy
who had killed my friend.
I’d have to be pragmatic here. I was going to need every iota of
strength, power, and influence to take down the Father of Nothing – the
spider at the center of a continent-wide web of soul collectors.
Sometimes you have to use lesser evils as tools to destroy greater evils,
even if it taints you a bit yourself while doing so. Matters of souls were
often clean.
The door burst open then, and I looked up from cinching my pants
closed. My hands grasped at the nearby and familiar weight of my
bronze demon-hunting spear. S’bule’s head craned around, his own
hands instinctively going for his own weapons as mine had.
A woman stood before us, her skin a reddish-bronze shade that was
very becoming. The dark garb she wore clung tightly to a figure that was
full of youth and vitality, fit and yet maternally curved all at once. Her hair
was long and dark, braided thickly once at the back of her head and
braided twice at the front of her scalp, almost like horns of hair, except
they hung down to either side of her eyes. Or rather, they hung to either
side of where her eyes should have been. In place of eyes, there were
only dark pits of charred flesh, and crusty blood gathered around the
periphery of her empty ocular cavities.
The eyes had been burned out of her skull, but she looked from my
face to S’bule’s face, registering the horror and wonder in each of our
expressions.
“Is my new form not more pleasing than the last? That old man could
hardly carry me across the plains, even were we to take a carriage down
the limed roads the whole way.”
“Jeslyn…” I said aloud, disbelieving what stood before me.
“The very same. Now close your mouths, pick up your gear, and let us
be off. Your companions – my companions now too – await us south of
the city.”
We left then, following her out of the city.
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∞ 01 ∞
Justifications
Jeslyn’s new form was a constant distraction to S’bule and myself. It
wasn’t that we weren’t able to keep our eyes off her figure either. Rather,
it was that the lack of eyes in an otherwise beautiful face was such a
tragic and diverting thing that we couldn’t help but notice. It was like
staring at a gaping wound in your own flesh – sometimes you just can’t
look away.
Yet you’d never be able to tell that Jeslyn was blind from the way she
walked, carefully stepping over ruts or rocks as easily as if she had her
sight still. Even the way she’d turn her head to look at me or S’bule when
we talked was just how a sighted person might. The only difference was
that instead of eyes there’d be a pair of sightless cavities encrusted with
dried blood and charred vitreous fluids from within the ruined eyes.
It was disgusting to see what the demon had so casually done to an
otherwise beautiful body. Before his inhabitancy of her body, she had
been a nearly perfect – in my opinion – specimen of mankind, of the
southern variety of Wonne’s offspring. There was much in the manner of
the Dellanille that disgusted me though, and their wastefulness was
definitely foremost among my reasons to hate them.
“Quickly now,” Jeslyn called back over her shoulder, “we have much
ground to cover.”
“It’d go faster with horses or something.” I muttered.
She turned to do her best glaring expression at me, which was rather
disquieting. I’d never noticed before how much we rely on eyes to
convey expression. The wrinkling of muscles around her eye cavities
occurred with or without the eyeballs, and it was obvious that such a
harsh expression hurt her, the wounds being so fresh and new.
“There are few horses in these lands. Only the richest folk have them,
and they wouldn’t travel to and from cities without good reason. We’d
only draw attention to ourselves to travel like that.”
“So we’re not just going to ride in and demand that the Father of
Nothing comes out to face us?” I commented wryly.
“Direct approaches will never work. They didn’t with me, did they?” She
said condescendingly, laughing a bit spitefully.
That was a sobering thought. At a glance from S’bule, I shut my mouth
and choked back any reply.
“Now, we must hurry or we’ll leave your friends waiting and afraid in the
middle of the plains, and someone less charitable than we might take
note of them.”
I sighed and fell in behind her; S’bule followed me.
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We caught sight of them four hours’ walk south of Naquiranjo. They
rose out of the waist-high grasses and waved at us. Apparently they’d
been waiting and watching for us. S’bule and I waved back, but Jeslyn
did not. She drew a curved knife the length of her hand.
“What are you doing?” S’bule demanded, reaching to draw his own
weapon.
“It’s for the boy,” she said with a joking smile, waving the knife around.
Hearing this, even I was forced to draw my own weapon, lest her joke
be less than a very poor attempt at humor. She drew the knife across the
spare length of the reddish-brown ribbon that tied the rear braid of her
hair. It was a wide band of fabric, so when she had sliced off a length of
it, she folded it in half. Then she wrapped it around her head, covering
the holes in her face where her eyes should have been. After she was
done, her knife was casually slipped back into its sheathe on her hip.
“For the boy, like I said. Unless you’d rather him be terrified of me?”
“Shouldn’t he be?” S’bule asked with a grunt.
She laughed mercurially. “Perhaps, Kessallite, perhaps.”
Yonah and Josiah approached warily, their eyes on the stranger among
us.
I must say I was rather overcome with relief upon seeing the two of
them safe, so much so that I clasped both of them to me all at once in a
quick embrace. Yonah protested indignantly for a brief second, but then
relaxed, putting her arms around both Josiah and me. Her greeting to
S’bule was a brief nod – an acknowledgement of still being alive and with
the group but no more. Josiah was a bit warmer with S’bule. He ran to
the dark-skinned man and jumped at him, only to be caught up in his
powerful arms and spun around. That sight was very paternal, and
heartwarming to see when I considered that Josiah had lost his own
father only a few months ago.
“Who’s this?” Yonah asked, eyeing Jeslyn with the same type of look a
mother bear might give to something new that could be a threat to her
cubs.
“Jeslyn.” The demon replied. “Just because I’m sightless doesn’t mean
I’m mute.”
I winced at the acid tone to her words. That kind of attitude would spark
dissension. Women.
Yonah planted her feet and squared her shoulders at the other woman.
“Well do us the favor of explaining why you’re here then, Jeslyn.”
“Why don’t I let your companion Gage do that for me? His words will
likely be calmer, and calm is good. Someone might get hurt otherwise.”
Yonah shot an accusing look at me, her bright eyes already filling with
anger. “What does she mean?”
“Jeslyn is a demon, Yonah. She’s one of the Dellanille, and a rather
powerful one at that. She’s going to help us destroy the demon who is at
the heart of this land. He sits at the confluence of the soul streams that
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run beneath the land.”
“So succinct and to the point.” Jeslyn said in admiration, smiling
wickedly.
Yonah’s jaw clenched, and she shook her head of flaxen hair. “Tell me
you’re joking. A demon? Have they not hurt us enough? Arana abducted,
poisoned, and nearly killed you. Josiah was almost killed by that Bone
thing –“
“The Bone Dancer wasn’t a demon. It was a perversion of living flesh
and the bones of animals brought together with the power of
Juheinnem’s name.” I interrupted, correcting her, and when I finished I
wished I hadn’t. Sometimes it’s letter to let a small slip pass.
“Are you done? Regardless of what it was, I know those things in the
mountains were demons, and they damn near killed us all too. And what
about Hewitt? Did you forget him? He just died because of the priests
and the demons in the last city…” She trailed off, staring at Jeslyn.
“I don’t know what to say. We didn’t really have a choice.”
She looked from me to Jeslyn, and then back again. “No. Tell me it’s
not her.” Her voice trembled with what I took for fear and pangs of regret.
“I’m afraid so.”
That was all it took. Those were the only three words I had to say.
Before I could interpose myself between the two women, Yonah threw
herself at Jeslyn, her arms stretched out as she leapt with a knife in each
hand. There was nothing I could do. Even S’bule and Josiah watched
with horror as Yonah’s knives reached out for Jeslyn’s neck.
Then, as easily as one might swat aside a fly, Jeslyn twisted, caught
Yonah’s wrists, and threw her across the road. Yonah crashed and slid
across the whitish gravel, scraping her wrists, chin, and elbows as she
tumbled. She was on her feet immediately, charging at the demon
woman again.
I cannot stress how quickly this all happened. I doubt I had much more
time than what I’d need to blink my eyes a couple times. My spear was
out, as were S’bule’s sickle-blades, but we just didn’t act fast enough.
Once more, Jeslyn caught Yonah in mid-lunge, but instead of throwing
her, Jeslyn twisted her around and slammed her onto the ground by her
feet. Yonah’s head hit the ground hard, and from the way she gasped, I
could tell the wind had been knocked out of her. One of Jeslyn’s booted
feet rested on Yonah’s neck, ready to crush her trachea.
Jeslyn raised her head then, only to find the tip of my demon-hunter’s
spear resting at her neck, S’bule’s arms cocked back to hack her in two
at the side, and Josiah’s knife drawn to add what damage he might. The
air chilled around us and our breaths took on a fog as we exhaled.
“Peace.” Jeslyn said calmly, raising her hands.
“You might be a demon without eyes, but don’t think I’ll hesitate to try
my damnedest to destroy you right here and now.” S’bule said fiercely.
“Peace!” Jeslyn repeated. “I’ve got too much invested in this to let it all
fall apart now because of some foolish girl.” She withdrew her boot from
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Yonah’s neck and stood statue-still.
“Alright then.” I said, waiting for Yonah to regain her feet.
Yonah held her head and wobbled a bit where she stood, but seemed
to have nothing broken or otherwise severely wrong with her.
“Now,” I continued, “there will be no more fighting among us. That goes
for you, Yonah, and for you as well, Jeslyn.”
She smiled, her breath still fogging in the unseasonably cold air. Air,
which I might add, had been nice and warm a few moments ago.
“Josiah, you can let up on the cold now.” S’bule said.
“Es Nuht meh.” Josiah said worriedly.
“Can you lower the weapons now? If you recall, I didn’t start that fight.
She did.”
I resisted the urge to run her through right there and be done with her,
but I couldn’t know if she’d take over one of our bodies next, and it just
wasn’t worth the chance. “Walk.” I ordered, staying her execution for
now.
“Fine.” Jeslyn said, raising her hand and shaking her head as she
started south.
S’bule and Josiah gave her room, hanging back to see if Yonah was
alright. I was already holding her elbow though to steady her.
“Hewitt.” She cried, her face in her hands. “He died and we consort with
his murderer.”
I noticed a reddish blot starting to come through her pale hair, so I sat
her down and began doctoring her wound. S’bule and Josiah wanted to
stay and help, but I waved them forward. S’bule nodded and led the boy
away, filling him in on what had befallen us since we had parted ways
just a day ago.
Had it been so short a time ago? Just a day? It seemed longer than
that, much longer. I frowned at the sky, I frowned at Yonah’s wound, and
I frowned at the situation that put me in league with a demon.
“He’s gone.” I said simply. “Yet Jeslyn holds the key that could help us
save thousands. His death won’t be in vain.”
Tear-streaked eyes regarded me coldly. “I will kill her, even if it destroys
us all.”
I sighed and dabbed a wad of cloth at her scalp wound, brushing the
road grit out of it to keep infection out. She winced and pulled her knees
up to her chest, wrapping her arms around her knees.
“It’s just wrong.” She insisted. “Hewitt didn’t deserve that. I wanted to
make things right.”
“If killing Jeslyn would have set things right, don’t you think I’d have
tried?”
“You seem so accepting of what has happened.”
I paused cleaning her wound for a moment. Was what she said true?
Sure, I hadn’t known Hewitt very long, but he was a countryman, and he
died saving Josiah. Why was I so accepting of his murderer? Was my
heart so cold after years of killing and freeing souls? Did I really not care
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who lived or died anymore?
I touched her chin then, lifting her eyes to mine. She looked at me in
surprise – a tender touch was out of character as she saw my character.
I leaned in and gave her an even greater surprise, pressing my lips to
hers. Her lips were salty from her tears, but supple and warm beneath
my own. It had been too long; I missed this.
“Why?” She asked softly when I pulled away.
There are any number of excuses I could use for doing what I did. I
could say that she looked like she needed the comfort that my gesture of
companionship offered, I could say that I felt need and longing for
something stable that I could physically hold onto in my topsy-turvy,
upside-down existence, or I could say the truth.
“I needed to know that this wasn’t all a nightmare, and that I wasn’t the
monster I might become if I ever stop feeling. I needed a reminder that
we are all still alive, and not just alive, but living too.”
She smiled gently, warmly. Her expression was that of understanding.
“Did you find your answers?”
“Yes.” I hurriedly replied, and then, “I think so anyway. Know that I will
not let Jeslyn ‘win.’ This is far from over. I’m going to set things right if I
can. Hewitt will be avenged, but not until after we’ve used Jeslyn to
defeat this greater foe.”
“I’ll help.”
I grinned at her mimicry of Josiah’s regular exclamation of support. I
stood then, and offered her a hand. She took it and I pulled her to her
feet. As I turned to go, she caught my elbow. When I turned to see what
it was she wanted, she pulled close and pressed her lips to mine.
Hers were warm and soft, where mine were likely rough. So close, I
could smell her. Her scent was familiar and feminine. For a moment, I felt
a stirring of something I rarely felt: desire. Then my right mind took back
over and I remembered all that still lay ahead of us.
“What was that for?” I asked.
“You’re not the only one who wants to feel alive sometimes. It’s easy to
forget that there’s a real life out there, away from all the demons, pain,
responsibility… and walking.” She replied, nodding at the rode before us.
“Walking. That’s something I’ll never miss doing so much of when I
finally rest.”
A sober feeling set in, and there was no more conversation for some
time. We simply walked, the five of us, though there was always a faint
feeling of one who should have been there.
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∞ 02 ∞
Explanations
Our first day out ended without further incident, which was at once both
relieving and disappointing. Jeslyn had everyone’s guard up, and we
were all just looking for an excuse to have it out. Maybe it was just me,
but hearing the same kind of dismissively overbearing arrogance from an
attractive young female was harder to bear than from a crusty old man
like Jeslyn had inhabited before. I don’t know what that says about me,
and I don’t really much care. I feel what I feel.
The mood on the next morning was hardly better than the night before,
even with a rather beautiful sunrise. I suppose we weren’t much used to
starting a new day with a demon at our side yet. For that matter, I doubt
any of us slept much. S’bule and I slept in shifts, though in truth that
probably wouldn’t have stopped Jeslyn from killing us all if she wanted.
All I could guess was that she was either toying with us, or she really
saw use for us. Maybe we were just going to be a diversion while she
snuck in to land the killing blow on this Father of Nothing. Time would tell
more than anything, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t question Jeslyn
while we had the chance.
“So, I think it’s about time you started telling us a few things.” I said
aloud. There was no mistaking who I spoke to, even though I didn’t even
speak directly at her.
“Perhaps.” Jeslyn admitted, almost half-amiably.
“I have questions of my own.” S’bule remarked brusquely.
Yonah snorted. “I’m sure we all do.”
“Then ask, and be done with it. I have much to plan and think about on
our trip, which I fear will be shorter than we might hope for, even at the
crawling pace we’re setting right now.”
“Planning?” I frowned. That word didn’t do much to set my mind at
ease. “You do realize that while we may be cooperating with you, we are
not yours to order. Right?” I didn’t even mention that my mind had
quickly considered how she might be planning how to best betray or kill
us all.
“Of course.” Jeslyn replied, frowning at me. She glanced away after a
moment, and waved her hand dismissively. “I plan only how to best
organize my efforts against the Father.”
I grinned mischievously. “Since you’re already thinking of him, why not
fill us in on him. I must admit I’m rather interested in something powerful
enough to hold you under his thumb.”
“Under his thumb, eh?” Jeslyn’s expression smoldered. A feeling of cold
exuded from her, chilling the air a few degrees in a rather large radius
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around her. “The Father of Nothing is a cruel, manipulative fool. His
power lies in that he sees people and demons as pieces of a greater
puzzle, and he fits them together in a pattern that most benefits him.”
“As any good leader might.” S’bule commented.
“Yes, as any good leader might, except he has centuries and millennia
to lay out plans that have subjugated mankind and demon kind alike. The
Dellanille suffer no less under his yoke of oppression than do your frail
folk.”
I must confess, I wasn’t much concerned with the sufferings and trials
of the demon folk. “So how do you plan on defeating such a force then?
Surely he has defenses and warriors and all sorts of safeguards to
protect himself.”
“Not as much as you might think. He has grown cocky and
overconfident. He sees not the weaknesses that lie open to me.”
“What some might perceive as weaknesses, he might have left
purposely to snare people just like us who plan to do what we’re going to
do.” I said somberly.
“You underestimate me.”
“It’s easy to do, when your limitations seem rather abstract right now.
You’ve not really said a thing about what you are and how you do your
body swapping. We know very little about your abilities.” S’bule shot
back at her.
Jeslyn smiled broadly. “Nor will I. It’s necessary for me to retain some
secrets for myself.
“So say we do destroy him…” I theorized. “There will be a horrible
absence of power then. Like water rushing to fill in behind an oar-stroke,
something must take the Father’s place. If not, chaos will ensue and
many hundreds or thousands of people will die.”
“That’s where I come in, remember? And you were going to try to stop
me afterward, yes?”
“Ah, yes. That’s right.” I winked at the eyeless woman. I didn’t want her
to forget that I wasn’t on her side for anything other than destroying the
Father of Nothing.
“I have a question.” Yonah announced. “Or I’m relaying a question from
Josiah at least.”
Jeslyn paused to look over her shoulder at Yonah, who shivered under
the pressure of the demon’s empty gaze. “Ask.”
“Where exactly are we going, and how do the soul streams tie in?”
Jeslyn took a breath before she spoke, and then began to talk rapidly.
“Naquiranjo, the city we just left, is one of five spokes of the network of
soul streams that gather in Uxnali. The branches from Coperia,
Quiranguata, Bakhalya, and Tzendal all meet up there as well. Uxnali
has been the center of Southlander civilization spiritually, culturally, and
economically for the better part of a millennia. The prosperity of the city
allowed it to subjugate these five other centers of Southlander life, which
made them prime locations for branches of the soul streams.”
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“So you refer to these people as Southlanders too?” I pondered, still
trying to ingest all the foreign names as I scratched at my beard, wishing
for not the first time since we’d left the colder north that I’d shaved it all
off.
“No, we call ourselves the Quirsanze Machkias – the red children of our
creator. Quirsani for short.”
“We?” Yonah said querulously. “Are you still one of them?”
“Of course not.” Jeslyn said indignantly. “I merely speak for them
because you asked of them.”
Yonah smiled a saccharine smile. “So we did.”
I watched her for a moment, feeling a slight chill emanating from her
again. Something about being accused of still being human like us
bothered the demon, and I thought it was more than simple irritation at
being called something less than what she felt she was. I couldn’t quite
pin down what really bothered her though.
We might have had more questions, but they fell on ears as deaf as she
was blind. She’d given us a lot to think about for now though, even if
she’d probably given rise to more questions with the answers she’d
given.
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∞ 03 ∞
The Boy
“I

don’t think we’ll have enough water.” Yonah said worriedly, draining a
long swig from her own water skin.
S’bule shook his head at her and trudged on. Josiah followed shortly
behind him; under his nose, on his filtrum, he had a pair of whitish-grey
streaks from where he’d inhaled the limestone dust from the road. We
would likely have had the same streaks under our nose had we all been
as low to the ground as Josiah was. Still, everyone’s clothes were
stained to the knees or higher with grime from the road, and I was no
exception to that.
The Southlands weren’t terribly settled. There were wide-open spaces
between cities and towns, and that’s what we were traveling through.
We’d seen our share of rippling fields of amber and gold colored weeds,
but we rarely saw more than an occasional bird of prey swooping down
on a field mouse or a hare that didn’t run quite fast enough. There just
wasn’t much to look at in terms of plant and animal life as well as
landforms. Even the mountains had long since faded from the horizon
behind us.
We stopped for our midday meal, and it was for the best, as all of us
were starting to lag a bit. It’s hard to push forward with any enthusiasm
when everything looks the same. For all we knew, we’d made no
progress, because every mile looked just like the one before it. While I
rationally understood that these lands couldn’t go on forever, it was hard
to imagine anything but a white road heading south and grasses to either
side after three days of exactly that with no change or hint of change in
the near future.
“I’ve never seen such wide open land before.” Yonah commented,
shielding her eyes from the sun as she scanned the horizon. “It’s just
empty.”
S’bule grunted. “Asora looks much like this, only more beautiful and
more alive. I cannot believe there are no herds living here.”
“Most of them are dead.” Jeslyn commented boredly, wiping her face
with a kerchief dampened with some water from her own supply.
“Dead?” S’bule said, his mouth twisting up in disgust as he tried to
imagine what Jeslyn had said.
“Yes, dead. It’s one of the results of the Father of Nothing’s rule. He
had the flocks of murdu – man-sized, flightless birds – hunted down
because they represented a food source he couldn’t regulate easily. The
coyotes of Bakhalya are mostly gone too. Only their intelligence and
ability to adapt to our proximity to their natural ranging lands has kept
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them from becoming as close to extinction as the murdu. The coyotes
are rare enough now that it’s considered good luck when you do happen
to see them.”
I grimaced. The more I heard, the less I liked this Father of Nothing. Of
course, that was supposing that even half of what Jeslyn told us was
true, which was entirely up for debate. Demons aren’t exactly on good
terms with any of the three lines of humanity, and I can’t imagine that
they would feel obliged to tell us the truth unless it benefited them in
some way. No, it was likely half-truths that were colored in such a way as
to make us sympathize with her plight. Whatever she said, I just couldn’t
bring myself to feel sorry for one of the Dellanille.
“When you destroy one link of the earth’s plan, you usually destroy
others.” S’bule said somberly. “Every species has a job on the chain of
life.”
“Yes, and that’s why many of the species are dying off. The beetles and
flies that fed on the dung of the murdu are less plentiful, which leaves
less for the birds to eat. The insects helped fertilize the plants when they
broke down the spoor of the murdu, so without them, there is also less
for the rodents and hares to eat… and so on. Everything has been
disrupted. The whole process has been cut off at the knees.”
“Something like that can take centuries to right. The few that remain
would have to be encouraged to breed, and protected while they
repopulate.”
I listened to my companion, the Kessallite, and this demon woman have
an open conversation about the wildlife of these lands, and it struck me
how like us this demon could be when it chose to do so. Through my
mind passed thoughts like, is this something of the host’s personality
coming out, or is this the actual personality of the being that sat by us?
“Not to sound insincere, but I think our lives are a bit more important at
this point than a bunch of dead flocks of birds.” Yonah said, shaking her
nearly empty water skin at the rest of us.
It’s not like we hadn’t packed enough water to get all the way there
anyway, if Jeslyn’s estimate of travel time was correct. I handed her
mine, having some to spare. I didn’t drink as much as she did. Nor did I
have to wear as heavy of clothes as she did.
Even if Jeslyn walked among us and whichever Southlanders might
pass by in clothes that did nothing to hide her femininity, Yonah was
more cautious, and loathe to subject herself to the type of attention that
might be sent her way if natives of these parts figured out what she was.
Powers aside, Jeslyn’s lack of eyes would probably do plenty to keep
men away from her, but Yonah didn’t have that luxury. If, that is, being
sightless could be considered a luxury even in these circumstances.
“Wuhtah.” Josiah murmured.
The three of us looked at him, almost as one. Jeslyn looked longest and
hardest at the boy, appraising him it seemed. I frowned.
“What was that?” I asked.
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“Wuhtah.” He repeated, pointing in a southeasterly direction.
“Water, eh? Something we should go take a look at?”
He grinned and nodded at me.
“Fair enough.” I stood, stretching briefly before starting off in the
direction he’d pointed.
“We’re leaving the road.” Jeslyn said in irritation.
I turned back and shrugged at her. “Oh well. I wasn’t aware we were
working under a strict timeline anyway. We’ll get to Uxnali when we get
there, and this short detour isn’t going to hold us up much.”
S’bule, Yonah, and Josiah filed in after me. After a moment, Jeslyn
followed, sighing. Then, right as I was about to turn back, her eyes
flicked over to watch the boy again.
Her interest in him couldn’t be good. But then, maybe she knew
something about him we didn’t. He was still quite a puzzle to me, all
things considered. Somehow, I doubted she’d share her conjectures with
us though.
I woke to the sound of voices. I nearly shot upright and drew my
weapons, but I caught myself when I realized they were familiar voices
and not those of strangers. I listened for a moment, my eyes half-lidded
as I tried to see as well as hear what was going on.
It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but I listened while they did.
“How did you know about the water?” A female voice said.
“Uh juhz knaw.” Josiah said, whispering, though his voice was easy to
distinguish from anyone else’s due to his lack of tongue.
“But how?”
“Uh cahn fehl wahteh.”
My eyes had finally adjusted to the light, and I could tell that it was
Jeslyn whispering to Josiah, and not Yonah. Talking in as hushed a tone
as she was, her voice was hard to tell from Yonah’s, although I’m sure
that Yonah wouldn’t appreciate me saying that. They still didn’t like each
other much, even if they weren’t openly trying to kill each other.
“Explain to me how it feels. Tell me how you know. What do you do?”
Jeslyn asked, each question a bit louder and more hurried than the last.
Josiah stammered for a moment, trying to gather his thoughts, but three
questions all at once was too much for him, especially when he was
under pressure to answer. And when he delayed answering, Jeslyn got
after him, grabbing his shoulders tightly.
“Tell me how. I need to know.” She hissed.
Josiah tried to push her away, but she was too strong. I quickly saw this
escalating into a bad situation, so I pushed myself to my feet, grasping
my spear as I rose fluidly from the ground.
“That will be enough.” I said forcefully, sure that my voice would carry to
her.
Jeslyn froze, turning her head toward me. As she turned away from
Josiah, he seized the air around him with his powers and drew the
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moisture from the air. Even a dozen feet away or more, I could feel my
skin dry out as all the moisture from a great area around us was leeched
away almost instantaneously.
I wasn’t the only one who felt it either. Between the noise and the
strange feeling in the air, S’bule and Yonah were waking up and
demanding to know what was going on. Just as I first heard S’bule’s
voice murmur in surprise, Josiah unleashed the water he’d collected
between him and Jeslyn upon her. The blast propelled her backward,
knocking her flat on her back, where she lay helplessly.
“What is it? What’s happening?” Yonah shouted worriedly.
S’bule’s sickle-blades swung free of the harness on his back and he
stood over Jeslyn, who was frozen in a rictus of surprise and fear. A thin
coat of water shimmered across her body, but it stayed in place and
didn’t soak into her clothes or the ground. Beside her, Josiah sat
entranced and unmoving.
“He’s holding her in place…” I said in awe. The boy had done what
S’bule and I could not.
“How is he doing that?” S’bule asked, looking at me in wonder, as if to
ask if his eyes were betraying him.
Not to be left out of the loop, Yonah shouted, “What’s going on!”
I frowned at her. “Jeslyn wanted some answers from Josiah, and he
didn’t answer quick enough, so she got mad. Then he laid her out like
this, and she doesn’t seem to be able to move.”
Yonah peered down at Jeslyn’s prostrate form and then at Josiah. “He’s
not moving either. He’s barely breathing.”
“I know. I think he’s so caught up in what he’s doing that he can’t see or
hear what else is going on.” I replied.
“Let’s kill her then, and be done with her.” Yonah said, drawing her
knife.
I put out an arm to restrain her. “No.”
“No?”
“That’s what I said.”
“But why? She tried to hurt him. She can’t be trusted. Besides, she’s a
demon.”
“I said she got mad. She wasn’t going to hurt him I don’t think, and if
she tried, I was waiting to step in. I wanted to see what she was doing
first though.”
Yonah looked at S’bule for some support, but he simply shrugged.
“Anyway,” I continued, “If she dies here, we might not be able to find the
Father of Nothing. For that matter, we might need her strength to defeat
the Father of Nothing. We just don’t know.”
“We might not ever get another chance to kill her though. What if Josiah
can’t stop her like this again? We might be passing up a once in a
lifetime chance to rid the world of a great evil. You couldn’t defeat her
yourself could you?” She argued.
“She might be right.” S’bule said, listening neutrally to both sides of the
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argument, although his hands were still gripped tight to each half of his
sickle-sword.
I sighed and looked at Josiah, raptly staring off at nothing. This might
be a choice I would regret, should I choose either way. There was a
potential for great harm to us regardless of what I might decide, but they
looked to me as the leader of this group, so I decided. I followed my
instincts.
“We let her live. We need her. Josiah can probably do this again. I have
confidence in his abilities. In some ways I know that his power is greater
than mine, and that’s probably why he was able to stop her when I could
not. Now, supposing we can’t get him to let her go or she can’t be
revived, then I’m not going to mourn her passing much, but if anything
less than that happens, she lives.”
“And if she’s terribly angry about this happening and tries to kill him or
all of us?” Yonah asked bluntly.
“Then we do our best to kill her.” I replied.
“Fair enough. Let’s not pretend I’m hoping for any less than that
though.” Her hand tightened around her knife until her knuckles went
bone white.
I nodded to S’bule, who nodded in return before kneeling beside Josiah
and shaking him gently. There was no response. S’bule shook him
again, a little stronger. Again, there was nothing.
“He’s stuck!” Yonah exclaimed worriedly. “Let me do it.”
She pushed S’bule out of the way and knelt beside him, cradling his
head to her breast. She whispered to him, kissing the top of his head as
she rocked him back and forth gently. I must confess, I was rather taken
by her show of maternal instincts – more than usual even.
“Yo-naw.” Came a raspy whisper.
As Josiah’s trance was broken, Jeslyn twitched and the water about her
broke into thin sheets, like a skin of ice cracking off of her. She
convulsed and shook, her body finally able to respond again. The
horrible expression faded from her face, and to our surprise, she began
to sob.
Amidst her sobbing, there was a repeated cry of denial: “That shouldn’t
happen. It couldn’t be.” And she looked at Josiah with fear.
For a moment, I felt relief. Relief that things would not come to blows
again, and that we wouldn’t have to try to kill what might be our strongest
ally in these lands. But at the same time, I felt uneasy. I knew better than
anyone that when you fear something, you often seek to destroy it so
that you never have to feel fear again. Who knows how often demons
feel fear, but I thought they are enough like us that they too, might try to
destroy what they fear and cannot understand.
I could only hope that Jeslyn would prove the counterexample to our
expectations.
“We’re not without our claws – each of us.” S’bule said, breaking
through even Jeslyn’s sobbing. “You would do well to avoid angering us
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again. Unless, that is, you don’t think you need us anymore?”
She shook her head and then crawled over to her sleeping mat, where
she cried herself to sleep. I hoped she took his words to heart.
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∞ 04 ∞
The Pool
None of us slept very easily the rest of the night, which was probably
why we got a late start the next day.
The mood among my companions was not good. Jeslyn spent the day
in sullen silence, rarely raising her eyeless head from the ground. Yonah
bristled with the protectiveness of a mother bear, never letting Josiah
away from her, even when he grumbled and wanted to run ahead like the
little boy he was. S’bule was merely watchful and reserved, which was
nothing new, but he didn’t share with us the stories of Asora that he once
did when we traveled. But then, he had hardly spoken of himself since
Jeslyn decided to ‘join’ us.
Safety and preservation would probably dictate that you not share the
specifics about yourself with a demon. Of course, if we were all that
interested in these things, we’d not be traveling with a demon and be
going toward the stronghold of the most powerful being on the continent.
Going was slow, because we had to wade through weeds that passed
my waist frequently, though they tended to be closer to knee-height. The
deceptively flat land proved to have many holes and low spots where
tunneling rodents had broken apart the terrain, not that you’d see the low
spots in the terrain from the Southlander road that seemed to be
impossibly level and straight. With all the ruts, rocks, and low spots, each
of us nearly fell or broke an ankle at least once before noon.
The high point of the first half of our day was seeing a trio of murdu
running across the plains. Their long legs carried them through the
weeds as if they were not there. Three pairs of slender limbs moved with
a blur as the trio of murdu swiftly headed toward the horizon, their blue
and red feathers streaking away from us.
“How could men ever hope to catch such swift birds?” S’bule wondered
aloud. “They’re as fast as anything in Asora.”
“They run with the sun.” Jeslyn replied quietly, her head facing the way
the murdu had gone. “They’re predictable and strange. They run east all
day, and then work their way back west in the evening so they can do
the same thing again the next day. You need only to set traps across
their path and they’ll hit it one day if not another. They’re stupid.”
S’bule grunted and started walking again, obviously more impressed
with the sight of the beautiful animals running with all their being than the
demon woman was. I shrugged and started walking again too; I was
doing my best to reach the water Josiah had felt before sundown came.
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Around dusk, the grasses began to thin a bit, giving way to shorter and
greener tufts of thick grasses instead. Then, up ahead there were even a
few shrubs and a distantly a clump of trees. Crickets chirruped in the
night air, their calm song seeing the sun down. Dew began to settle on
the shrubs, which dampened our clothes as we passed them.
“It looks a bit more lively here.” Jeslyn said, glancing around.
A bit of her spirit and smugness was beginning to return, but she still
refused to meet Josiah’s eyes when he looked at her, and for his part, he
hardly remembered what had happened. It was probably for the best
anyway, all things considered.
“Almost like an oasis, but in the middle of the plains.” S’bule observed.
“There must be some groundwater here.”
I looked past them, staring at the center of the oasis ahead, where the
trees rose up. “That’s not all. I feel souls up ahead. They’re weak ones
though.”
“Souls?” Jeslyn repeated, a look of surprise on her face. I’d gotten
rather good at reading expressions from the set of her lips and mouth,
and an occasional crease in her forehead or cheeks.
Yonah nodded to me when I looked at her, encouraging me to go
forward and seek out the souls. It’d been awhile since I’d helped any
souls out, so I was actually sort of looking forward to it, even if that
meant detouring a bit. Well, hopefully not too much, because we were
sort of dealing with pressing matters.
“Go ahead.” S’bule said, flashing me a wide, white smile.
I wasn’t one who needed more suggestions than that to do what I
already wanted to do. So I strode forward purposefully, stepping around
more of the shrubs, which were becoming denser as I approached what I
expected to be a pool of water, or at least a small spring.
The ground sloped down slightly as I approached the center of the
slight depression where the clump of trees rose up. They were thin, with
grey bark and yellowish-green leaves that hung sparsely from the wispy
branches that fell like hair around the base of a dark pool of water no
more than a stone’s throw across – perhaps thirty yards at most.
When I got closer, my skin began to tingle, and the hairs on my neck
and arms rose. Frowning, I tried to determine the source of the feeling,
but I could not. All I knew was that the sensation emanated from the
center of the oasis. With each step, the feeling grew, until it was like a
pressure on my skin and a ringing in my ears. Against my better
judgment, I pushed on.
Abruptly, the feeling passed, as if I’d stepped beyond a barrier. My ears
popped and the air felt clearer and cooler. Just inhaling and exhaling
here was refreshing, and I had no idea why.
Then I felt the souls.
They were in the pool, which was strange, because usually water
breaks down the souls of the dead if it has enough time, although some
have been known to reside within sunken ships for hundreds of years. It
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really just depends on the soul. Souls trapped in any medium tended to
be rather nasty and stubborn. Trapped-earth souls weren’t any fun, and
trapped-water souls were just as feisty.
I stood at the edge of the dark pool with the wispy branches of the trees
around me hanging about my shoulders. I peered into the depths of the
surprisingly deep water. Had the sun been overhead instead of
disappearing behind the horizon, I might have been able to see deeper,
but it wasn’t, so I could only see a foot or two beneath the surface.
Sometimes proximity helps, so I knelt and reached out my hand,
touching the water. I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses.
There, just beyond sight and reach, was a coiled knot of souls, an
unknown number of them. They were arranged in a tight knot, feeding on
each other and nourishing each other’s desires to remain as strong today
as they were whenever they arrived, which I felt might easily have been
centuries ago. And stranger yet, they conversed with each other, singing
and whispering to one another. There was something different about
them, inhuman and strange. I could describe it no better than that – I
lacked the words to do so.
Breathlessly, I pulled my hand away, breaking free from the sound their
souls sang through the water. My heart longed to be with them for a
moment, and a pang of regret filled me when my hand broke contact with
the water, but I was strong enough to resist their lure.
“Uhmay-zehng” Josiah said from beside me.
Startled, I glanced to my side where he knelt beside the water.
“It’s… amazing.” I agreed, lacking better words to describe what was
here.
I folded my arms in front of my chest and looked around, wondering if it
was even safe to take some of this water with us. As I considered this, I
heard a whisper. So naturally, I looked at Josiah. His lips moved in near
silence, and his eyes were shut tight as he held both of his open palms
to the surface of the water.
For a moment, I just watched, wanting to say something, but at the
same time too intrigued to stop him. His nearly silent litany continued, a
soft cadence that sounded almost like the soft breeze that skimmed
across the surface of the water
I reached out to touch him, but before my hand touched his shoulder,
he grabbed my hand and tugged on it. It was clear from the way he did it
that he wanted my hands on the water too. He had his ways with water,
like I had mine with air, so I trusted him in this. With my hands to the
water again, I could hear the soul song again, but much louder now. It
seemed to be drawing near the surface.
There was a small wake in the water toward the center of the pool, like
a fish surfacing to swallow an insect from the water. The wake grew to a
slight churn and then a boiling. A mineral-laden scent drafted over to us
with a slight wind that pressed out from the center of the pool, giving the
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thin, draping branches of the trees a stir that set them swinging back and
forth.
The water stilled then, and I regarded the ball of souls that sat atop the
water in the center of the pool with a quiet sort of awe that Josiah
mirrored almost exactly. It was a silvery sphere that had a surface that
constantly swirled, like ink or oil twisting and whirling on top of a puddle
of water. It might have been five feet across, or it might have been
smaller. Its edges were hazy and seemed to curl around into a state of
unreality, as if all of existence might end just around the back of the
sphere.
I stared at the sphere, trying to puzzle out what it meant. Human souls
always remained in their original form, unless disturbed or corrupted by
things like demons and soul streams. Yet here was a ball of spheres that
I knew contained a multitude of voices and souls. They were all joined as
one greater entity that resisted the wear of time and the entropy of
nature.
We sat there for what must have been ten minutes, just looking and
watching before we started to hear an animal’s keening song from a mile
or so off. Then another sounded in the night, followed by yet another.
Soon there was a whole lamenting chorus in the night. It grew closer and
closer with each moment.
I heard a crackling behind me, followed by soft footfalls on the grass. I
turned to see Yonah approach, followed by S’bule, who was currently
pushing through the strange barrier I had felt.
“What is it? We heard animals, so we came to see what you’re doing.
You’ve been up here for awhile.” Yonah said, and then her eyes caught
on the ball of souls.
“It sounds a little like cackle-dogs,” S’bule commented, coming up
beside me, “but I know it is not.”
Jeslyn walked up then too. Funny how she alone seemed unbothered
by the barrier. She was just in time to see the ball of souls, but what
struck me most about this was how she alone among us did not seem to
see the sphere. The rest of us could not keep our eyes off of it, but her
eyes scanned around us, probably looking for the source of all the
animal songs.
Another noise sounded from just beyond the ring of trees, sounding
more like a laugh and less mournful. I stood and drew my spear, hearing
a couple of the animals respond to the first one.
S’bule grinned, pulling his own weapons. “There, it sounded even more
like the cackle dogs that time. If they’re anything alike, they will only
attack if they outnumber us six to one.”
Just then, Josiah stood and cried out, pointing across the pool where a
golden pair of eyes emerged from the growing darkness. Ash-colored fur
took shape around the eyes, almost as if the eyes were disembodied for
a moment. The animal was not large, but it managed a regal pose
nonetheless as it regarded us with intelligent eyes.
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Dozens of pairs of eyes arrived at that moment, surrounding us at the
pool in the last light of the evening. The moon was absent this night, and
I couldn’t help but think that might have fit in with the plans of the
coyotes.
“Coyotes.” Jeslyn said with a sneer.
The first coyote, which was the one with the fur of ashen colors,
laughed in reply. He seemed to be the leader.
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Coyotes
Other than the lead coyote, the eyes surrounding us appeared to be
floating freely in the night sky, except that we heard their soft footfalls on
the grass and the sounds of dozens of animals panting. Occasionally,
one would step forward enough for us to make out its profile and then it
would lift its slender muzzle and let loose a long keening noise. As soon
as it’d crooned out it’s long note, it would step back into the shadows and
join its fellows.
At first it seemed like a random song, but in time there was a buzzing at
the back of my ears almost like children whispering. I found that the
whispering grew if I paid attention to it and concentrated on the sounds,
becoming a conversation among the coyotes.
“The one smells of taint.”
“Definitely one of the dark ones, but why does it travel amongst the
others?”
I frowned; I was trying to follow which of the coyotes was speaking. I
caught Josiah’s eye. A glimmer of excitement and wonder filled his eyes.
I knew he was hearing the same thing I was. S’bule and Jeslyn looked at
us in confusion, but it was Yonah who seemed most enraptured by what
was happening. For a moment I just had to stop and stare at her. Her lips
moved and she smiled, nodding along to the conversation.
“Perhaps they don’t know the nature of their companion.”
“More likely they’re its servants. The dark ones always capture the wills
of the weak-minded humans to bend to their own dark designs.”
“This one can hear us!”
“Nonsense.”
“See how its head follows our conversation?”
“Coincidence.”
“See that? Was that coincidence? It knows.”
“Maybe he’s right. That would be… interesting.”
“Outstanding.”
“Intriguing.”
“Odd.”
“What’s going on?” Jeslyn demanded.
“They’re talking.” Yonah announced. “I can hear them.”
“The coyotes?” Jeslyn snorted a laugh. “You’ve been drinking too much
of this stagnant water. They’re just coyotes.”
“Maybe you just can’t hear them because you’re too pigheaded.” Yonah
snapped back at her, quieting the demon in woman’s flesh.
The coyotes erupted in a chorus of laughs. This made Jeslyn flinch and
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shrink back behind S’bule and I, only there was another coyote even
closer to her back there, so she yelped and stumbled her way to the
edge of the pool.
“So they are talking then?” S’bule asked us, keeping an eye on Jeslyn.
I nodded. “I can hear them, but I don’t think I could talk to them. It’s
strange. I can’t quite explain it, other than to say that their voices are at
the edge of my hearing. Perhaps their thoughts carry over to my ears
from their barks and yips.”
“You can only just hear them?” Yonah asked. “They’re loud to me, like
you sound when you’re talking to me almost. Different of course, but
similar.”
The four of us looked at her. She squirmed and looked uncomfortable
with all of us staring at her, except that it wasn’t just us staring at her, it
was all of the coyotes too. Two or three dozen sets of eyes fixed on her,
waiting for what she would say next.
“What?” She frowned. “Are you mad that I’m finally better at something
than all of you?”
I shrugged. “Ask them about the ball of –“ I glanced at Jeslyn, who
watched me expectantly, listening, “ – err the ball. You know. Just ask
them about it. I want to know what it is.”
Jeslyn’s fists clenched and her jaw tightened. I could tell that all these
things that she couldn’t see or hear were bothering her. First, she
couldn’t see the ball of souls, and no one had really bothered to mention
it to her, and now she couldn’t hear the coyotes’ hidden language. It
pleased me to know she had limitations.
“I’m not so sure I can talk back to them as they speak. My mouth isn’t
shaped like theirs so I can’t make the same sounds.” Yonah observed
regretfully.
“So? Try.” I ordered, not wanting to give up this chance.
S’bule crossed his arms and nodded. “He’s right. You have a chance
here to do what we cannot.”
“Yuhs. Hep.” Josiah insisted.
“Talk to them? How do we know they’re not going to eat us? And what’s
this ball?” Jeslyn demanded, firing one question after another.
Josiah gave her a withering look that she somehow detected in spite of
the bandanna over the two eyeless holes in her skull. She backed down,
chastised for the moment, and likely remembering the night before when
she’d been completely helpless and under his control.
Yonah turned toward the nearest coyote, opened her mouth, and out
came a squelching sort of squawk that sounded painful for the throat to
produce. She coughed and gave us a look as if to dare us to laugh at
her. We did not, but the coyotes seemed to find it amusing, and they
erupted in a collection of barking laughs.
“This one tries to talk.”
“Amusing, but impossible.”
“Foolish, yes.”
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Yonah’s cheeks darkened with blood when she blushed fiercely,
embarrassed upon hearing their words. Defiantly, she stiffened her back,
threw back her head, and howled in an impressively accurate imitation of
a coyote’s keen. The laughing of the coyotes ceased immediately, and
they all stepped forward into the dim light of the pool, which I had not
noticed to be giving off light before now. Almost as one, they sat on their
haunches to listen as Yonah broke into a song.
There was a rueful quality to her song. It was as if her soul mourned to
have been born in the human form she wore, when she had in actuality
been destined to be one of these coyotes. As her verse carried on, some
of their voices raised to join with hers in euphony.
I sat down after a time, recovering from the surprise of hearing such
sounds from a human’s throat, and from a woman I knew as being
nothing if not ordinary until this night. Granted, her courage was beyond
any regular woman’s, and her appearance was assuredly fair and
perhaps even better than most women I had known, but she had been a
victim before now. She had been a woman seeking revenge through us,
ever unable to strike out at her enemies because they were too strong
for her.
Now though, now we were stepping into something uncharted. Never
had I heard of a woman before who could sing with coyotes, and never
before had I known that some coyotes could talk. Nor would I have
thought that humans and coyotes would ever join their voices together in
harmony, filling the night air with their music.
And as they sang together, a conversation – no, a story – played out in
their voices. The coyotes spoke to her and she to them. She asked them
of the ball of souls, and they told the story of the souls to her, and she to
us.
They told her how they were the remnant of a greater tribe of coyotes
that traced their lineage back to the days when the sons of AlNahazzarum walked the earth. Some of their kind helped teach the child
of Wonne after the angel had returned to the Halls of Creation. Some of
their kind had also been the mates of Juheinnem, and therefore they
bore the shame of knowing that the Dellanille were of them and therefore
partly their fault.
Then they spoke of how they had seen the other great races of animals
fade and become nothing more than the beasts they were today. The
coyotes, being among the wisest and most adaptable of all animals, had
gathered the core of their species’ being and secreted it away in a lake
they dug for it. One of the Hundred Angels, whom they named Colosi,
had caused the pure rains of creation to fall upon the earth here so that
they might never dry, and they might always hide away the seed of their
being.
Until now that was.
Now the impossible had happened. Humans had found their oasis. No,
they had been called to it, and when they arrived, they had called the
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core of their nation out of the water. Then a child of Wonne had come to
them who could speak to them, who could remember the way it had once
been. There would be another chance for the coyotes, for they needed
mankind to instruct them now, since mankind had grown beyond their
meager beginnings and had surpassed the coyotes.
And then the song ended.
My eyes opened. I didn’t remember closing them, but I felt dampness
on my cheeks. Tears stained my face. Josiah and S’bule had been
likewise moved by the purity and depth of the song. Among us, only
Jeslyn had been unmoved. She sat huddled in fear of the coyote’s
attacks.
The coyotes were among us now, and Yonah had her arms around the
neck of the oversized leader of the coyote pack. His grey hair was pure
except for a long stripe down his back of the deepest red, which was
bisected by a perpendicular stripe of the same red that ran down his
sides to nearly form a complete loop from his back around his middle to
his underbelly. It was a brilliant cross of crimson fur – a most unordinary
color for any coyotes I’ve ever seen.
“Amazing.” I whispered.
Yonah lifted her head, and I saw in her eyes something I’d never seen
before. I saw that look a person gets when they feel needed and useful. I
saw the look a person gets when they’ve found their calling, their place in
life. She looked home.
“They will help us. Mikasi will come with us.” She said, resting her hand
between the ears of the oversized coyote.
Mikasi’s tongue lolled out in a strange grin-like expression, and then
coyotes around him started yipping excitedly, laughing, and wrestling
each other. Jeslyn was not happy.
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Heartlands
Despite Jeslyn’s misgivings about having ‘an underfed and stunted dog’
with us, we made good time over the plains. I wasn’t quite sure why, but
the coyote seemed to cause some uneasiness in the demon woman.
Whenever I looked over, she was regarding the coyote with an
expression that reminded me of nothing more than two predators facing
off with their teeth bared. Mikasi, the coyote chief, seemed to tolerate her
presence only because we did, but there was always this underlying tone
to his whole stance that seemed to say, “I could jump her and tear her
throat out if I wanted.”
I can’t say I’d have been sad to see her get torn apart by what I’m sure
was an abnormally fast and strong coyote. Having the coyote around to
swell the ranks of our group brought Hewitt to mind, and more
specifically, his death.
I suppose I am just a guilt-ridden man, the kind who might find a way to
let his deeds weigh around his neck like a millstone on a drowning man.
Regardless, I couldn’t forget the death of my countryman who died in
such a brave but almost futile act. Maybe Josiah and Yonah would have
been all right even if they’d been captured, and Hewitt would still be
alive. Then again, maybe we’d not have passed Jeslyn’s little test. If
Jeslyn as the old priest had had Josiah and Yonah in captivity, I might
not have broken free and killed all the acolytes in the room. I might not
have wanted to risk them. When it came down to it, we were lucky to
make it out of there, and that whole situation could have ended up a lot
differently.
The realization that I would have let myself die if it would have saved
Josiah, Yonah, and maybe even S’bule, surprised me. It stopped me in
my tracks. The others passed me by and continued plodding on through
the grasses. How had things gone so far? Only months ago I was alone,
and now I had three people I’d die for.
“Do you need to rest?” Yonah called back to me. “You don’t look right.”
I shook my head. “No, sorry. I was just thinking.”
Mikasi looked at me, his tongue hanging out of the left side of his mouth
as his ears stood straight up. I’d learn to decipher this expression as
amusement. I stared back at him, and he made something like a shrug
before trotting off after Yonah, his head often beneath the weeds where
they were tallest.
Sometimes, usually during the night, there was a rustling about us as
we laid down in the area of grasses that we’d flattened to lie out our
bedrolls. Then we’d stand up and if you watched long enough you’d see
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a tail, a pair of eyes, or the points of a coyote’s ears rising above the
grasses illuminated in the moonlight.
Nightly, Yonah would go among them to sing. The pack would gather
around her in a throng, tumbling with each other, nipping at each other,
and raising their own voices in a joyous celebration of newfound kinship
with a human.
According to her, these gatherings were rare for coyotes, and therefore
a source of much play and amusement and joy for them. Coyotes tend to
hunt singly or in a small team, so this pack was something few would
ever see.
We were two days out from Uxnali when I began to see changes in her.
I woke early, roused awake by her thrashing about, for she slept near
me. I sat up and watched her for a moment, frowning at the way she
twitched and seemed to spasm.
“She mirrors the dog’s movement.” S’bule whispered to me.
I hadn’t realized that he too was awake. I took my eyes off of Yonah
long enough to look over at Mikasi. Sure enough, with each twitch of his
forelegs, Yonah’s arms would move, and with each twitch of his rear
legs, her legs would move.
“Strange.” He mouthed, nearly silently.
“Dangerous maybe.” I replied.
“You see danger in everything.” S’bule accused.
I grinned. “That’s because there is danger in everything I do. I even
have to bed down next to danger.” I nodded at Jeslyn. “And, if that wasn’t
dangerous enough, we travel into the heart of evil on this continent.
“Ominous times indeed, but not all around us is bad. Her ties to the
beast bring an ally as old as humanity. Older it seems.”
“Just how much can coyotes do though? Even if they’re not regular
coyotes, I haven’t seen them manipulate souls and destroy demons.”
“Gage, you worry far too much about obvious shows of ability. These
are creatures that have undoubtedly lived in danger just by being within
the realm of demons. These lands cannot be safe for anything that
knows what is truly happening; yet they live still. They’ve even secreted
away the power of their kind, to keep it from that which corrupts these
lands.”
“Power is what we need now, and I just don’t think we’ll ever have
enough for what we need to do.”
He shrugged, almost as if my worries were inconsequential. In truth I
knew he had just resigned himself to this deed, and he would singlemindedly seek to complete it, even if it destroyed us. “Then all is lost. For
if we cannot do this, who can?”
“Would that I had your view. I am wracked with doubts, self-doubt
mostly. I am a simple man with an army’s task.”
“Perhaps even an angel’s task.”
“Perhaps a hundred of them.” I muttered dryly, referring to the Hundred
Angels.
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A sense came to both of us that the conversation was over, so we
spoke no more. I lowered myself back to the hard ground to sleep
another hour before sunup was upon us. Before I fell asleep, I came to
the conclusion that it is self-doubt about what we have done that shows
us that we are still decent people, or trying to be decent. If I had no
worries about my transgressions, it would only mean that I feel I am
beyond justifying the things I have to do.
May I never be so sure of myself that I can kill and do the things I do
without my deeds weighing on me.
We had traveled week and a half out from Naquiranjo before we started
reaching the villages that lay on the outskirts of Uxnali. Yonah resumed
her heavier and less revealing costume so that she wouldn’t draw
unneeded attention to our party, while the rest of us went hooded or
wore dust and pigments on our skins to hide our coloring that rather
obviously illustrated the fact that most of us were of northern descent. Of
course, S’bule was quite clearly not northern, but he wasn’t from the
Southlands either.
Apparently, it was rather rare to have northern folk visiting Uxnali,
which lie only fifty miles north of the southern ocean at this point. From
what Jeslyn said, the Indigo Ocean was a deep and cold body of water,
rough with high winds and great waves that crashed on the sandy
beaches of the south. In cities along the coast, many buildings are raised
on platforms of stone and there are great rock quays and seawalls that
extend far out into the waters to offer the vessels of the Quirsani safe
mooring.
Jeslyn also said that there is a cape at the eastern side of the
Southlands where most storms break. She named it the Arm of the
Creator. Supposedly the row of golden mountains on that small
peninsula protect much of the Southlands from the storms of the Indigo
Ocean, absorbing the blunt of the ocean’s anger there. Some storms still
make it past though, and these are considered trials from above, sent to
prove the worthiness of the Quirsani.
But as for there being few foreigners in Uxnali, in the same way that
Naquiranjo and Bakhalya formed a buffer zone along the northern edge
of the Southlands, Coperia, Quiranguata, and Tzendal formed a buffer
zone along the southern coast. These buffer zones were what kept
merchants and travelers who came from the north or from the seas from
reaching the interior of the Southlands, namely Uxnali.
Uxnali was considered the holiest of Southlander cities and the center
of Quirsani civilization. The religion of the Quirsanze Machkias was
centered out of Uxnali, and outlanders were not appreciated in that city.
Unless they had a pass from the priests in one of the five outer cities that
lied on the soul web, those being the buffer cities of Naquiranjo,
Bakhalya, Coperia, Quiranguata, and Tzendal.
Everything was set up in such a way that helped preserve the rule of
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The Father of Nothing, and his religious regime. The fewer outsiders
there were that knew of the practices of these people, the better off the
Quirsani felt they were, or at least that was the attitude the priests had
instilled in the people. They taught that outsiders were savages who
wouldn’t understand the peaceful ways of the Quirsani. Part of me
couldn’t argue with their logic.
Uxnali’s layout differed from Naquiranjo, which was the only other
Southlander city I had seen to compare it to. Instead of having a series of
concentric circles or rings that housed the manufacturing on the outside,
the commerce and lower class in the middle, and the priests or the city’s
affluent on the inner ring, Uxnali was laid out like a five-leafed clover.
Each of the lobes or leafs coincided with one of the five cities that lay at
the end of each branch of the soul web. At the center of the great city,
which was elevated higher from the rest of the city, having been built on
top of a hill, was a great temple complex that was visible from some eight
miles or more away on a clear day. Now I say ‘great city’ because Uxnali
easily dwarfed Naquiranjo, and if Jeslyn’s word was to be trusted, it was
also far larger than every other city on the continent.
The temple complex formed the central heart of the city and the whole
thing was surrounded by a moat of blue fire that was likely an open
segment of the soul web. That said something for how comfortable the
Father of Nothing was if he could openly show his might and the
culmination of his continent-wide masterpiece. Although, I suppose they
had explained off the bluish fires that haloed the temple every night as
some show of approval from Al-Nahazzarum, or Machkias as the
Quirsani knew him.
We were following a road that would have us entering through the
Naquiranjo lobe of the city, since it was that city from which we had set
out even if we had detoured a bit. It was not yet evening, but it would be
before we reached the city proper. Already we could see the impossibly
tall towers of the temple complex, stabbing at the sky with such heights
that they seemed to be mocking the people below.
Never in my imagination would I have believed that such a building was
possible. The amount of work involved in creating even one of the lesser
towers was simply staggering. This truly was a building whose creation
would have spanned centuries. The Father of Nothing was certainly
industrious if ‘nothing’ else. He’d spent his years well, building his web of
souls as well as his home.
Around the periphery of the city, there were terraced levels of farms not
unlike what we’d seen in Naquiranjo, only on a much grander and more
organized level since they had many more people to feed here. Amongst
the field, there were thousands of distant folks – women I’m certain –
who tended and harvested the crops. They labored under the same
woven tapestries of prairie grasses that formed the great tents and sunbreaks for the crops that grew in the dark, rich soil. And from the fields
rose the pervasive odors of earth, aromatic herbs, roots, and fruits. The
203

AFTERLIVES
scents were strong at first, though calming to any whom, like myself,
respects and appreciates the labors required to tend plants that feed us
all.
We began to see people up-close then, part of a constant stream of
people to and from the city. The people were as dark as those we’d seen
before, sporting that reddish-bronze tone of people who not only spend a
lot of time under the sun, but who are also born with a reddish coloring.
Most had dark hair, but some had lighter hair. Few if any of the men had
beards, mostly because they had little or no facial hair. Their women are
somewhat broad of hips and shoulders and round of face for many men’s
tastes, but they are not of an unattractive sort in my opinion. They looked
rather maternal and built for a lifetime of work and childbirth, as opposed
to some of the more delicately built women of some areas in the north.
What differed among these men and women compared to the others
we’d seen, were the markings on their skin. Initially this put me ill at
ease, because they reminded me of the Blood Cults’ soul-charged
warriors that I’d battled with on a few occasions in the recent past. Upon
further observation, I came to think that these were merely tribal
markings.
“The marks on their skin, they are a tribal custom, yes?” I asked Jeslyn,
keeping my voice low.
“More than anything else, yes. They mark the coming to manhood for
the men. Women are unmarked until they have borne at least two
children, proving their worth to their husbands. Each marking on a
woman’s face indicates her fertility, and therefore the respect owed to
her by other women.”
“What about respect from men?” Yonah inquired.
Jeslyn shrugged. “They are women. Men give respect only to other,
deserving men. To do otherwise is a show of weakness.”
“It is not quite like this in Asora, but there are some similarities. The
exception is that women are still deemed worthy of all of my people’s
respect if they are part of a hunting group.” S’bule commented, omitting
the fact that they were demon hunters and not just regular hunters. The
point was not lost on any of us though.
Winding between our legs was Mikasi, who was thankfully not so large
that he drew that much attention. Although, the fact that we’d draped
some bags with supplies in them over his back to make him look like a
common work dog must have helped some. If the people around us had
really known that we traveled with a Coyote of Bakhalya, things might not
have gone so smoothly. I kept expecting someone to raise a cry about
him, but they never did. For that matter, they never said much about or
hassled Jeslyn either.
Josiah hardly paid attention to the conversation, staring instead at the
marked necks, shoulders, and arms of the men and the heavily detailed
markings on the hands, wrists, and faces of the women around us. When
he wasn’t staring rather obviously at the people, his head was tilted back
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at a high angle as he looked at the spires of the temple complex that
grew nearer and nearer with each passing hour.
Where he felt wonder and amazement, I felt a growing sense of anxiety
and unease. This was what we’d been walking toward and searching out
for weeks, and it was no less daunting with its proximity. I couldn’t help
but feel that these were the last hours of our lives, and that this was the
last city I’d ever see. I suddenly longed for the comfort and familiarity of
my homelands: the fjords, the cold sea breeze, and the simple things
among my folk.
I vowed to return home when I was done here. Perhaps my
companions would even go with me. Those who lived still that is.
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∞ 07 ∞
Betrayal
Jeslyn was leading the way into the city as if she had no care in the
world, and as of yet there was no plan that I knew of. I suppose many
people would have come up with a plan of attack before this point, but
I’m not much of a tactician. I confront all of my problems head-on and let
my instincts take over. It’s foolhardy, and I know it, but that’s who I am.
Still, at one point even I had to stop and ask.
I grabbed Jeslyn by the elbow and led her into an alleyway, gathering
the rest of our group around before speaking.
“We aren’t planning to just walk up to the temple and start busting in
doors until we find him are we?”
Jeslyn chuckled. “I’d rather not be that direct. Our chances of success
would diminish greatly were we to pursue that course of action.”
“So what are we doing then?” S’bule asked, still making it painfully clear
that he trusted her not at all.
“I’m going to get us into the temple district first, and then I’ll have some
of my allies in the city sneak you into the temple complex. Once inside,
you’ll have to work your way into the central tower. You have a long
climb ahead of you.” Jeslyn explained, her arms folded over her chest
while she wore a bored expression.
“That’s a horrible plan. We might as well storm the damn thing right
now.” Yonah said in exasperation.
“I kind of like it. It’s simple.” I admitted. “The more complex things are,
the better chance they had to come apart.”
Josiah nodded in agreement. “Yup.”
Yonah still wasn’t convinced. “How are we supposed to work our way
past all the people inside the complex though? Surely they’ll all try to
detain or kill us if they realize we’re not supposed to be in there.”
“That’s the thing, it’s a temple, and so people visit the lowers halls all
the time – ALL the time. The Father relies on his prestige to keep
unwanted people out. Everyone knows you’re not supposed to enter the
central tower area, because he’s in it. Therefore, no one goes.”
“No one?” S’bule echoed in surprise.
“Would you risk angering the central figurehead of your religion?”
He grinned. “I see your point.”
“Then it’s settled.” I announced.
“I’m glad. Now can we move along? This body is getting tired.”
“Now?” Yonah asked. “Shouldn’t we rest a night and then try to kill
him?”
“Exactly how much time do you want to give him and the people around
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you to find out that you’re not supposed to be here and that you’re not
here to do good?” Jeslyn demanded.
Yonah quieted, choosing to squat down so she could scratch Mikasi
between the ears instead of replying. I’m pretty sure she whispered
something in the dog’s ear, but whatever it was I couldn’t hear it.
Before the argument could start up again, I left the alleyway, which
pleased me in that it smelled like an alley in any town, in spite of the
orderly layout of the city. No matter the improvements created by the
demons in the lands of the Quirsani, man was still man. They could not
change the nature of the beast.
We walked through the city under the cover of near-darkness. Smoke
from tallow candles and oil lamps around the city made an eye-burning
haze throughout the lower parts of town, where the clouds of smoke
would drift down the streets of packed clay or cobbles if it were a richer
area.
Mikasi was built for this, darting between carts and legs of strangers as
he made his way through crowds. Whenever he got ahead of us we’d
find him waiting for us in an alley or under a wagon. It was as if he
always knew where we were going, but I couldn’t see how that could be
possible unless he’d been here before. Briefly, I entertained a theory that
Mikasi was with us as a part of Jeslyn’s plan, but then I considered all I’d
seen in the last few days and decided that her disdain for the animal was
real. Chances are, it was Mikasi’s connection to Yonah that kept him on
the right path.
Always we kept our faces hidden within the deep hoods of our cloaks,
and if it was too warm an evening for cloaks, no one pointed that out.
There was no sense of suspicion among these people. For the most part,
everyone kept to himself or herself at this time of day. Maybe it was like
this all day long.
There was a sort of subdued living throughout the city, as if everyone
was waiting for something to happen to them. It wasn’t so much a feeling
of tension, but more a feel that if someone were to step out of line, it
would be noticed. It was not until we saw the town’s priests arrest
someone that I understood why.
A man stood in the middle of the street making a rather impressive
clamor as he drunkenly berated a woman, punctuating his words with
occasional slaps. The woman didn’t exactly cower beneath his heavy
hand, but she didn’t stand up to him either. Instead, she simply endured
the punishment until help came. That help came in the form of a pair of
priests with a somewhat different look to them than the priests of
Naquiranjo.
I nudged S’bule and Yonah and then nodded at the scene as it
enfolded. We watched as the two priests, whose heads were shaved
down to the scalp and whose dark robes left their muscled arms bare,
moved in on the man. The crowd parted like water for them, and they
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were upon the man in an instant. Their hands clamped down on the
man’s shoulders right in mid-slap and they hauled him away from the
woman. The man began to shout and flail his limbs, but each of the
priests then slid a silver armlet off of their forearms and in a quick flick of
their wrists, the man stopped talking and struggling. I’m not exactly sure
how the armlets worked, but the two of them resting on the crown of the
man’s head was enough to make a belligerent man calm in a few simple
seconds.
As quickly as they had come, they left, with the offender trailing behind
them quietly, as if he was leashed.
“So not everyone is perfect, even here.” I said with a wry grin.
“Most are, and those who are not get to serve the people in another
fashion.” Jeslyn replied.
“How is that?” S’bule inquired.
“As part of the Soul Web.” Jeslyn answered, with a grin of her own
before she started off deeper into the city.
I quelled a shiver of disgust that threatened to quiver up my spine, and
followed Jeslyn, but not until taking a glance at my companions. Yonah’s
expression mirrored my own, while S’bule simply wore a grimly
determined look. As for Josiah, his little head was rubbernecking back
and forth at all the strange sights the city offered.
To a boy with few experiences in his life, everything is a surprise. I too,
saw a great number of new sights though.
Our feet carried us finally to the center of the city, which glowed with a
silvery-blue light that did nothing to quiet our fears. It was eerily alien. It
was such an improper color for anything in nature to be, and that was
because the use of souls like this was entirely unnatural. But here, they
had soul energy burning off like a spectacle to entertain folks at a
festival.
It didn’t matter to me if this moat surrounded a monumental building
whose towers must have reached heights of five hundred feet or more.
Nor did it matter to me that these walls housed the central figure of a
religion that half a continent followed. There was simply no reason that I
could come up with for souls to be used like this.
But then, if this had been going on for so long, why had I just felt it
now? Why had my kind not tried to extinguish this den of evil before? In
all my memories, I could not recall any mention of something like what
we saw here.
The building itself had a base that had nine points jutting out - three
triangles stacked on top of each other, although each was rotated
slightly. Nine towers rose up from those nine points, and then there was
the center tower, which was quite easily the largest man-made thing I’d
ever seen. It was a monolith structure, gargantuan in size.
Each of the nine points had an entrance, and we skirted around the first
major entrance we saw to the complex, which was comprised of a
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mammoth pair of doors of white wood traced with copper and gold.
Priests marched in and out of the building, escorting groups of men and
women as they came and went. There were smaller entrances
interspersed along the walls, but few people seemed to come and go
through those. Most of the priests and the people they escorted went
through the main entrances, and those were not few in number.
Hundreds came and went in the time we watched.
“It’s big, but somehow I expected more.” Yonah commented obliquely,
struggling not to be overwhelmed.
Then, as we rounded to another corner of the building, and Jeslyn
herded us into an alcove of a nearby building, possibly a rich residence –
it was hard to tell what it was from outside.
“Wait here.” Jeslyn said, moving away from us.
“Where are you going?” S’bule asked.
“To meet my contacts here.”
S’bule folded his arms across his massive chest and stared down at
her. “How do we know we can trust you?”
She snorted, and had she had them, I’m sure she’d have rolled her
eyes. “You’ve come this far, haven’t you?”
It wasn’t much of an answer, but then Jeslyn wasn’t much of a person
as far as most things went. We didn’t have much of a choice here
anyway. If we decided not to trust her, she’d raise alarm and we’d be
fighting a hundred, a thousand, or maybe even more of those priests. So
we waited as she had instructed us.
Jeslyn returned in what must have been ten minutes. She carried a
bundle and had with her three men, who to me looked like ordinary
Southlanders. They had the same dark hair, round features, and reddish
skin that all of these people had. They were the kind of people who
melted into a crowd, and that’s just what we needed. The men quickly
divested themselves of their regular clothing and put on what Jeslyn
carried: armless priest’s robes.
“They’ll lead us in, and guide us as if we’re a prayer group.” Jeslyn
explained.
“A prayer group?” I asked, more than a bit surprised.
“Yes, that’s why most people normally come here. The more ordinary
we appear, the less likely we are to raise alarm.”
“Fine. Let’s just hope it works.”
Her plan seemed overly foolish now, but we had no better alternative.
As she had said, every moment in the city was an extra chance for us to
be discovered. So I dressed quickly, hiding my spear as best I could. For
a moment, I considered leaving the spear behind, but I immediately
reconsidered, not wanting to leave my self almost defenseless. It helped
that the spear thrummed angrily in my hand, as if it felt slighted to even
to have been considered for being behind.
My senses felt heightened as we approached the temple, crossing one
of the many limestone bridges that spanned the moat of souls. My heart
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seemed to pound in my chest and I could hear every whisper as if the
people around us were plotting against us. The sheer amounts of soul
energy around me made my skin tingle with anticipation. I hadn’t realized
how much I missed carrying a soul until I was nearly immersed in it.
Despite my will to survive and preserve my own life, I considered
throwing myself into the river and discharging the entire web in an
eruption of afterlives finally spent and used. I just couldn’t bring myself to
do it, though my body ached to be submerged beneath the blue-grey,
glowing waters. I doubted that I’d feel anything but sublime oblivion and
power rushing through me if I had gone through with it, but that was not
for me.
We entered through one of the side entrances, though in truth they
might have been the largest set of doors I’d ever had the occasion to
walk through before, and these were just an inconsequential little
passage in this place. I imagine I looked a bit like Josiah when we got
inside the place, what with my mouth hanging open in awe and all as I
looked around.
There was a herd of people.
They were everywhere, so countless and innumerable. Everywhere I
looked there were people pressing shoulder to shoulder as they paced
around the room. That’s just what it was too: a room. Thousands of
pillars, many of them larger than houses themselves, supported the
ceiling some fifty feet or more overhead. Walkways and railings ran in
and out of the shadows along the ceiling, going where I do not know.
Priests and people alike traversed the walkways, likely going to some
small chambers carved into the walls or the pillars.
Most of the pillars were carved with giant runes and the symbols of the
religion that ruled these lands. But I knew the deeper meaning to the
runes: they were homage to Juheinnem. They were angel writing. What I
didn’t know was the overall effect of so many people seeing them and
worshipping them as part of their daily lives.
What was the end goal of these demons? I had a sinking feeling that if I
actually knew that, I’d have been more afraid than I already was. They
already had the control of half a continent of people who willingly
worshipped Juheinnem.
The place was impossibly large. Whole villages might have fit in this
room. I couldn’t see across to the other side because of the poor lighting
and the bluish haze from many soul lamps. We started out toward what
seemed to be the center of the place.
At this point, I knew that Mikasi could no longer keep up with us, or
even why he’d want to. I figured he’d have stayed outside, but then I saw
that S’bule carried the coyote in a bundle of clothing that one of our
‘priest’ escorts had not needed once they changed costumes.
Everything took a long time, but it went easily - too easily. We simply
cut through the crowd of temple-goers, none of whom seemed to want to
meet our eyes. They all walked about as if in a trance, circling and
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changing directions in a seemingly erratic fashion. I voiced my
observation to Jeslyn.
“Why do they walk like that? There seems to be no pattern to it.”
“They trace runes on the floor with their walking. When they have
completed ninety tracings, their prayer time is finished, and they go
home.”
Their strange walking patterns made sense then. I could see a silvery
haze under the feet of most the people, fading with their passing feet.
Runes, everything was runes, even the layouts of the soul web and the
abbeys in the other city. Everything was geared toward one dark goal.
Hours might have passed before we reached an open area along a wall.
“We’re here, or nearly.” Jeslyn said, pointing toward a neglected looking
stairwell whose steps were a foot and a half tall each, and what I
expected to be ninety feet wide.
They had a thing with threes, these demons. Three, six, nine, ninety…
but then, isn’t there that saying that bad things always happen in threes?
The thought made me smile.
“Why is it so dingy looking?” S’bule asked.
“Because no one ever goes up it.”
He frowned deep within his hood. “How do they know that their religious
figurehead still lives up there then?”
“Because sometimes he comes among the people here.”
“Does he use the stairs?” I asked.
“No.”
I regarded her skeptically. “Why are they here then, and how does he
get down here and back up there again?”
“I don’t know.” She replied, and in such a fashion that I believed her.
“But they do go all the way up, because I have used them before. Twice.”
Everyone was so entranced by their prayer walking that they didn’t
notice us slide over against the wall and then up onto the stairs. We took
the first ones at a run, hauling up out of sight quickly before slowing
down. There was no way we could keep up that murderous pace all the
way to the top. Josiah struggled to keep up even when we walked, but
Mikasi, who S’bule had set down once we were in the clear, urged the
boy along.
Periodically along the staircase there were globes of blue soul energy
that extended out from the walls on poles. They were our only source of
light, and not exactly enough light for most people on a staircase that
wide. But then I don’t need much light to see well, and neither did Mikasi,
who walked beside us again.
We’d gone up over two hundred steps – I’d been counting – when I
finally said what I had been feeling. “Something is wrong. It’s just too
easy. We’re missing something. I think we should go back and rethink
this.”
A soon as I spoke, the lights flickered and went out. I heard S’bule’s
weapons come out, and Josiah’s worried cries that blended in with a
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whimpering from Mikasi. My own bronze spear was out when the lights
flickered back on a moment later.
Had I not been startled by the drastic change in the appearance of our
surroundings, I might have noticed that Jeslyn was no longer standing
with us. Gone were the staircase and the lighted spheres. In their place
was a rune-covered floor and the walls of carved crystal and gold. A
twinkling chandelier of rotating soul lamps hung down in the middle of
the room. Hundreds of blue fires were nestled within the chandelier,
bathing the entire room in azure light.
In the center of it all, stood a man-thing some twelve feet tall or more.
At first I thought he wore a decorated suit, but then I realized that it was
his skin. His skin was a strange combination of leathery-looking straps
and dozens of different colored lenses the size of saucers. He had no
mouth, eyes, or a nose. All he had were the lenses.
“I have delivered them, as promised.” Jeslyn said, and I suddenly
noticed, upon taking my eyes from what I presumed to be the Father of
Nothing, that she was not beside us any longer. She was finally showing
her true colors.
“Yes.” The Father said, his voice a rumbling in my ears, though I could
not tell how he created the noise. “The Kessallite, the Messannite soul
collector, the Daughter of Wonne, and the chief of the Coyotes of
Bakhalya. It’s an impressive donation you make.” He listed slowly,
eyeing each of us in turn.
Josiah stood last under his gaze, unnamed. He shook in fear, his knees
wobbling.
“And the child of Seponim.” The Father named at last.
I turned to look at Josiah in wonder, thoughts whirring in my head. What
he’d just said made no sense to me. There was simply no way that
Seponim, the lastborn of Al-Nahazzarum, slain in a fit of rage by
Juheinnem, could have fathered a son. But I, more than any, should
have known how the impossible might be possible with the Creator’s get.
I was still pondering the puzzling words when S’bule gave a cry and
began to do battle with the mass of priests who fell upon us from behind.
They came in a great wave, sweeping over us and making futile our
weak resistance.
I was the last to fall, by luck more than anything, and when they
clapped one of those armlet bands over my head, I knew only darkness darkness and the laughter of a demon king.
Our betrayal was complete.
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∞ 00 ∞
Prologue
I smiled to myself at what I was seeing.
“Your memories are fond ones?” A voice seemed to ask.
“Yes.” I answered. I couldn’t bring myself to recall who I was talking to,
so engrossed in my memories was I.
I walked along a salt-crusted beach, jumping from one slick rock to the
next. They were pitted with the abuse of a thousand years of waves
crashing onto them, and exposed barnacles clung to them. The tide was
out. There were a dozen small cuts and lacerations on my knees and
hands from climbing over them, but they mattered not to me.
The sun was starting to fall over the horizon, and I knew I should be
getting back home. Mother would be angry if I dawdled again, but I’d not
yet finished collecting my quota of the flat crabs that scurried sideways
on the beach. Even now there were still a few scuttling back and forth in
their awkward walk. They were deceptively fast, and as many a boy
might, I delighted in trapping them.
I’d scare them one way, and they’d crabwalk directly into the bag I’d set
up along the path of their retreat. Sometimes they’d miss, but I was good
enough that I normally caught them on my first try. If they eluded me and
made it to the crisp, cool, summer water, they’d be as good as gone,
because if they were ungainly on land, they made up for it underwater.
Mother. Now there was a thought. She had hair the color of ripe wheat
and eyes the color of evergreens. She had a soft voice, arms amply
strong enough to confront the hardships of the day, but gentle enough to
enfold her child when the need arose. She wasn’t a hard woman,
perhaps being even a bit too soft for our people. Hard lands require hard
people, but she got by. I think perhaps my father never understood her
as I did. He was traditional in the way of my people. He was taciturn
where she was light-hearted and celebratory. She loved nothing more
than to laugh.
“Where is this going?” The voice demanded impatiently.
“I’m getting there.” I murmured, the smile unbroken from my face. In
truth I was relishing the memories of my mother instead of remembering
what I had been commanded to.
“Well hurry.”
“You’re immortal. How can you be impatient?” I said off-handedly.
A twist of pain in my guts brought me more to the present, and for a
moment I saw double. It was not that I saw two of one thing, but rather
that I saw both the present and the past all at once, overlaid and layered
atop each other.
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Before me stood a man whose face held no discernibly human features.
Man? No, this was not a man I corrected myself. This was a demon: the
Father of Nothing. Straps of brown and grey colored material, perhaps
silk and leather, ran around the being’s entire body. There were no
apparent buckles or snaps to hold them in place. It was like the entire
costume – if it was a costume that is – was made out of one continuous
piece of the material. The straps held colored lenses of blue, silver, red,
green, and yellow to the creature’s body. Occasionally, one of the lenses
would glow with light, almost like a backlit eye. It was disquieting. My
eyes roamed over the body, hoping to see some sign of humanity.
The hands. The hands looked almost human. Well, more so than any
other part I suppose. Because of the intricate joints in the hands that
would have resisted any attempt to cover them with the straps and
lenses, some skin showed through there. The skin was of a strange sort
of gray hue with a slight pink tinge to it. Black nails that looked to have
been filed to points formed the end of the fingers, but they were more like
talons, because the nails formed the entire last segment of each digit
instead of just being a covering for the back of the fingers.
“Your first soul. Tell me of it.” He demanded. As always, I never saw his
face move under the straps. I doubted that if he actually had a jaw he’d
even moved it to speak just then. The words filled my ears and yet I
couldn’t tell if I’d heard them or if they’d just come unbidden into my
head.
My mind dove back into the stream of the past.
It was that day, on the beach.
“Yes…” He hissed, and there was longing in his voice.
My sack of crabs was nearly full, but being late already I’d decided to fill
it extra full to disperse some of the anger my mother was sure to feel at
my tardiness. Her anger was always quick to dissipate anyway, and
usually she’d break down in tears after disciplining me, much to the
distaste of my father, who seemed to feel no remorse when he tried to
‘shape me into the man I should become’ as he put it.
He was a great bearded man with arms and legs as thick as any man
I’ve ever met, larger than even S’bule, although built with less definition
and more carriage. He was ursine and powerful, though surprisingly
gentle with my mother, who was small for our people.
Even in adulthood, I had never achieved his bulk or height. He was and
still is one of the largest men I’ve ever met. I resemble my mother more
than him. It’s rumored that she had some touch of Wonne in her
ancestors, and was slighter of build and daintier than most of my kin.
“Your mind wanders again.” The Father of Nothing announced gruffly,
both a comment and an accusation.
“It’s hard. My mind seems to slip around the event.”
“Focus, or I’m sure I can find ways to mistreat your fellows that might
encourage you to work a little harder.”
“Memory walking is anything but exact. It’s influenced by the
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subconscious.” I explained. He had no reply for this, only a simmering
anger at being delayed. I doubled my efforts to focus my mind.
As I wandered the beach, I felt a tugging at my being. Being a child, I
knew not what it was. I only felt a compulsion to go to it. It wasn’t even
an overt desire. I simply wandered the beach in that direction without
knowing that I was following the will of something – someone – else.
I came upon the body, and consequently the soul under a thick
outcropping of dark stone. The area in which we lived was perforated
and punctured with ribs of dark stone that had torn through the thin soil,
almost as if a mammoth spiny lizard had died beneath the land. Amidst
the trees and fields and the few open pastures of my kin’s lands, there
would be these jutting bones of dark rock sticking out haphazardly.
Some said they came from glaciers that had receded north some
centuries ago when the world warmed, while others came up with wilder
explanations for them. Perhaps they were thrown here by a race of
giants, or the Hundred Angels themselves. Perhaps when Juheinnem’s
children battled the children of Al-Nahazzarum and slew them, this was
what was left behind as signs of their struggle.
This detour in the story amused the Father of Nothing. I could tell by the
humming laughter that filled my ears.
Regardless of the nature of the stones, it was beneath the shadow of
one large outcropping of the dark stone that I found the body. I
recognized her immediately. She was one of my cousins. We had played
together on occasion, but we were not close because she was older than
I.
Her body was naked; her torn clothes were discarded to her side,
though some were missing entirely. I can’t recall seeing a woman’s
breasts beside my mother’s before that moment. They were cold and
blue, her nipples purple from exposure to the cold night. Flies played
about her open mouth, and within I could see her swollen tongue bulging
in the back of her throat. Her milky eyes were dry and tough, like boiled
eggs left out too long.
The marks on her oddly positioned neck were dark with bruises. Her
neck had been broken. Even as a child I knew that. I had snapped the
necks of squirrels or rabbits I’d hunted and captured before. It was easier
than bleeding them to death, and since we used the blood in various
foods or drinks, it was less wasteful.
The smell of her made my stomach wrench into a knot. My gorge rose,
and I emptied the contents of my stomach onto the wet sand.
“Help…” A whisper had said, and I felt a brush on my back.
I turned, and there was my cousin, apart from her body but looking as
abused and disused. I screamed aloud, falling backward and tripping
over my bag of crabs as I tried to get away from her. I hit my head on a
rock, and I could feel wetness growing on my scalp along the back of my
head.
My cousin reached out to me then, as I lay there stunned. Then, with
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her neck still tilted at an unliving angle, she embraced me and sank into
my body. My body twitched as she entered my skin and took up
residence.
“Alive!” I had cried, but it was her using my voice, and not me who
spoke the words.
“She was inside you then. That was the first soul… the soul of your
cousin.” The Father mused.
“Yes. My own cousin needed me to avenge her.”
“Did you?”
“Yes.”
“How?” He breathed the word with such desire and compulsion that I
could not help but share the story.
In time she relinquished control of my body. Or perhaps it was that as a
young child I had such a simple and clear view of what I expected of the
world that I understood who I was, and she could not have my body as
her own.
My own blood had dried to the back of my skull, and nearly all of the
crabs had escaped from my bag. Some had pinched and crawled on me
while I had laid there on the beach as some simple sort of retribution for
their imprisonment.
I had been reviewing my cousin’s last memories. I hadn’t had a choice.
She simply gave them to me, or I took them from her. I don’t know. Now
that I know what I am, I assume they just came to me unbidden because
of my very nature. Someone else would not have seen her or responded
to her calls.
“How old were you then, and had you not seen a dead person before?”
“I was nearly eleven. I had seen the dead before, but my kind, knowing
the way of death and rebirth, rarely need freeing to reach the afterlife in
the sky. They know that rebirth awaits them in the skies far above. Only
a savage crime like this had made her stay by her body.”
“Such a tender age, both of you.”
“In two more seasons, I’d have been given to a tradesman or a hunting
group to train. I was living the last days of my childhood then, but it
ended early.”
“And her?”
“She was to have been married.” I said wearily.
“What was her name?” He asked.
“Elin.”
“Her name meant ‘Light?’ How prophetic.” He laughed, enjoying the
irony held in the meaning of her name. “She was to be the light which
showed you your true purpose.”
Her intended, weary of waiting for the betrothal to be formalized
between Elin and himself, had become pushy and abrasive. He had
insisted on lying with her, even though they were not yet officially
betrothed or married. Initially, she’d been able to put him off, but with
each passing day he grew more insistent and aggressive.
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Then she’d tried to call off the betrothal proceedings entirely, and when
her mother and father had informed his parents of this, he’d become
wroth. He had caught her outside her home at night and he had dragged
her off. Then, when she would not listen to his outpouring of what he felt
was love, devotion, and need for her, he struck her. She struggled to get
away, fearing his obsession and madness.
He had fallen upon her, and in a fit of rage, he’d broken her neck. He
used her then as life fled from her, for he was determined to have her
one way or another. Then he’d broken down and cried himself to sleep.
Sleep offered him no respite, and in the morning, he had hidden the body
in shame and fled into the woods to the north of our village.
I suppose I could have told someone about this, and they’d have sent a
requital band after him. My people don’t look kindly on rape or murder,
and any such act is punished with immediate death. Savage crimes
require savage retribution.
“Perhaps that’s why your kind are so few in number.” He suggested
“Perhaps, but I would rather see a small number of people who respect
a person’s rights to their own body and life than a large city full of people
who respect nothing but the power of money.”
“Humans will find ways to be evil, regardless of their setting. It is in their
nature.”
“And demons are any better?”
Again, he had no answer, or if he did, he withheld it for the time being.
A child of only eleven I might have been, but I picked myself up off that
beach and I followed Elin’s murderer north. He had a day or more lead
on me, but he was a broken man. He moved without purpose or
intensity. He simply wanted to be away from his sins, while I moved like
a boy possessed, which I literally was.
Elin’s father, my uncle twice removed, was a hunter of some renown,
and he’d taught her something of the ways of hunting and tracking. I
used her knowledge and her strength of spirit to drive me down those
narrow paths, seeking out footprints and broken branches and disturbed
leaves that let me know I was on his path.
I found him two days into my journey north. He was a ruined man,
weeping to himself as he lied before his small fire. Night had already
fallen before I walked into the radius of light that the small blaze gave off.
No sticks cracked beneath my feet and there was no sound at my
passing, but he felt my presence.
I saw my reflection in his wet eyes. I saw the wild-haired youth with
sticks, pine needles, and leaves in his matted, bloody hair. I saw the dirt
and scratches that covered my limbs and clothes. Worst of all, I saw the
terrible vengeance that lit my eyes.
“You know!” He hissed at me in surprise, standing.
And if his despair at having killed the woman he claimed to have loved
had taken away his spirit to live, being confronted with his sin caused his
spirit to ignite again. He knew I was his death if he didn’t fight me back,
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so he threw himself at me with a snarl, his fingers outstretched from his
long arms like the claws of a bear, and that is what he seemed to me for
he was much larger than I.
We were evenly matched, me with my child’s strength and the strength
of a woman nearly grown in me, and he with his man’s size and strength.
He was a fisherman, and that is no easy task to pull nets and gut fish
every day.
We rolled beside the fire, fighting tooth and nail, two savage animals
entangled in a death match. Neither of us had any illusion about this
fight. Each of us knew that one of us must die for this contest to be over.
Tenaciously we clung to each other, biting, hitting, gouging, scraping,
kicking and punching each other.
It was only when he saw her looking out from my eyes that he froze,
and ceased to struggle. I was able to grasp one of the rocks of the fire pit
and dash his brains out with it. My flesh sizzled and cooked against the
rock, but I would not let go until I had left his face a ruin of bone and skin.
My cousin thanked me and left me then and there, with my hands badly
burned, my body abused and beaten, and worst of all, I was two or more
days from home.
“But you didn’t die.”
I shook my head. “No, I made it home. It took me four days. My family
was sure by then that I’d died on the beach somewhere. They’d found
my cousin’s body when they searched for me, and they’d thought that my
cousin’s killer had killed me too. They knew it must have been her
intended that she’d rejected who had killed her; he had gone missing
about the time of her death, and yet they had no idea where to look for
him until I came home.”
“So they believed you?”
“Not at first, but it took them only a few days to confirm my story, for his
body was still there – what was left of it after the wild animals had begun
their work on his corpse.”
“When did they know what you were?”
“My mother knew then. I could tell by the expression in her eyes
whenever she happened to look my way. She never looked at me the
same again. Childhood was over.”
The Father of Nothing laughed then, and never was I so aware of my
captivity as then.
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∞ 01 ∞
Captivity
W

hen I woke, I was exhausted from my interrogation. The physical
exhaustion that accompanied such an intense mental exertion was
immoderate. I can’t recall ever feeling so mentally tired. My thoughts felt
thick as pudding, thick as congealing blood. I couldn’t focus on anything,
but that might have been the fault of the crown I wore.
I call it a crown, because that’s really what it looked like, a silvery band
of something that was neither fabric nor metal. It weighed on my
conscience as well as my head. It was in the device’s nature to recall to
the wearer their transgressions and shortcomings at every moment of
idle thought, which are rather frequent when you’re in captivity.
It had another purpose, more painful but just as humiliating and
debilitating. It gave us pain whenever we tried acting against our captors
or escaping. A cascade of pain would roll down from my head to my
toes, dropping me to a prone position. My muscles would tense and I’d
flail feebly in an attempt to work muscles which all seemed to want to
move at once. Eventually my body would just shut down and I’d black
out, only to awake with a froth of saliva and blood around my nose and
mouth.
The humiliation of being free to roam your cage, but not to be able to
attempt an escape is rather demoralizing. I could even see my
companions when I wanted. Usually at least one of us was being
interrogated, or interviewed as the Father liked to call it. Occasionally
Jeslyn would even be there to watch, but she never said or did anything.
She was merely an observer.
This time, I lay amongst my companions, who lay despondently
scattered on whatever sleeping mats they could find in our quarters.
Mikasi and the four of us had been delegated to one room, and it was
plenty large for the five of us. No one even cared about privacy. We
simply couldn’t be roused enough to care about anything. Despair had
already set in.
We’d already been at this for days, living as the Father of Nothing
dictated. What time we had to ourselves was usually spent eating,
sleeping, or cleaning ourselves when we had the chance. It’s really quite
difficult to explain why our imprisonment was so demeaning. We weren’t
beaten, and we were fed and we slept more comfortably than I was used
to, but it was how we weren’t treated that was so bad.
A moment never passed when we could think for a moment that we
were not prisoners. And worse than that, they simply didn’t care about
us. We were novelties. No one cared if we were dead or alive, or even if
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we tried to escape because they knew we could not. Even if we had
managed to escape, I doubt anyone would have cared. We were just
seen as insects – pointless irritations and worth no bother.
Even the Father of Nothing, he was only interested in us so far as we
could entertain him. He would delve through our heads and make us
relive moments of pain, anguish, and other extremes of negative
emotions. He laughed and delighted in our humanity, and then he rubbed
our faces in his superiority. He was so far beyond any of us that we could
not even see ourselves as a threat to him. Any hopes we’d had of
defeating him were dashed, pulverized, and tossed to the wind.
“Gage?” Yonah whispered.
I rolled my head over toward her, my eyes unfocused and blurry.
“What?” I demanded curtly, wishing nothing more than to sleep.
“It’s Josiah. He’s not really eating. He doesn’t talk. He’s given up.”
“So have I.” I replied, rolling over.
“But…”
“So have I.” I repeated, refusing to answer anything else.
When I woke again, I felt a twinge of guilt. If the Father of Nothing was
hard on me, he was worse with Josiah. I had the inborn ability to walk
through my memories as any other might walk down a street, but for the
others these memories had to be coaxed out by some dark means
known to the Father, and I know that he delighted in them, for they
caused physical pain to match the mental and emotional anguish.
Josiah was of exceptional interest to the Father of Nothing because he
saw him as a peer. They were both, more or less, sons of a son of AlNahazzarum. They were the grandchildren of the Creator. Josiah’s case
was different from the Father’s though, in that he had not yet realized his
power, or perhaps he had, and he simply was not a match for the Father
of Nothing.
Call him a demon, a Dellanille, or what have you, the Father of Nothing
was not in the same category as any other being I’d ever met. Even
Jeslyn had limits, but this creature seemed limitless. He never tired,
never slept, never ate, and didn’t even seem to breathe. He didn’t require
the bodily functions that lesser beings needed to stay alive. By sheer
power of will, he existed.
I rolled off my mat and went to kneel beside Josiah. Yonah woke and
gave me a look of accusation.
“I thought you didn’t care? I thought you gave up?”
I had no answer for her. Instead I shook the boy gently, and he stirred
in his sleep. If you could call what he did when he rested ‘sleep.’ He
twisted and turned and moaned in pain or fear. He was tormented by
what happened here, and it burned me up that this was happening.
“I should have come alone.” I murmured.
“We chose to come here.” S’bule said, raising his head from his knees.
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He sat with his back against a corner of the wall and his legs drawn up to
his chest so he could see the priests come for him. Every time he fought
them, and every time he ended up on the floor, twitching and retching
and passing into unconsciousness.
I shook my head. “But the boy. Josiah. He didn’t know any better. We
all had some idea of what we came for.”
Mikasi whined from his pile of pillows. His eyes drooped tiredly and his
tongue hung slack from his mouth. They’d found ways to torture even the
coyote. He too wore the bands, the crowns that we wore, but his were
around his neck.
“Uh hep.” Josiah said weakly, grasping my hand tightly.
It was too much. I broke down and began to sob.
“What can we do?” Yonah asked after a time.
“I don’t know.” I replied, wiping my eyes. Josiah dozed fitfully again, and
I held his hand still.
“How long have we been here?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. A week? A month?”
“Eight days.” S’bule answered quietly.
His answer surprised me. I looked at him closely, wondering how he
knew. “How do you know?”
“I’ve gauged the number of meals and how often I have to relieve
myself.” He replied, tapping on a set of notches he’d been making on the
wall. I had never noticed them before.
“But the meals don’t always come at the same time, and you’ve been
unconscious a lot.”
“It’s been eight days. Trust me. My sense of time’s passage is strong.”
“What time is it outside?”
“An hour until sundown.”
“So evening? How can you tell?”
“Little things. I can tell how often they switch the priests that watch us,
the temperature of the stone against my back, the humidity of the air,
and vibrations in the walls from the city and the people below us. More
than that, I just know. I’ve always known what time of day it is. It’s one of
my gifts I guess. Little good it does us.”
“So you think there are still people below us then? Are we even in the
same building?” Yonah asked.
He nodded. “Yes. We are.”
“I’m confused as to the layout of the building. I know we must be
somewhere in one of the towers, but we couldn’t have climbed enough.
And what about how they surprised us? We hadn’t climbed that far and
suddenly we were in a big room. I haven’t seen that room since then
either.” I said, musing through thoughts that had been bothering me
since we’d been captured.
“Illusions I think. That’s how he controls his followers. I wouldn’t be
surprised if his appearance was an illusion too.” S’bule replied. “Nothing
in this temple is what it seems.”
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His intuitions seemed right somehow, but I wanted to think about them
more to see what this meant to us if he was right. “That might be
important. I’ll think upon it.”
“What of Jeslyn? Did she intend to betray us?” Yonah asked, broaching
a topic none of us had dared to broach yet.
“Yes.” I answered after a moment, feeling their eyes upon me. It was
me who had decided to go with her, and me who shouldered much of the
blame. “And still I think she hopes that we will destroy the Father, if only
to kill two birds with one stone. Then she’d have no competition left.”
S’bule nodded. “I agree. I think that Josiah scared her when he
captured her and she was held under his power. It would do her no good
to have us defeat her enemy if we could destroy her as well.”
“I don’t think there’s much worry of us destroying anyone right now.”
Yonah said tiredly, sinking back down onto her mat. Mikasi moved to lie
next to her, licking her hand briefly before he too tried to sleep.
After they’d gone back to sleep, the boy, the coyote, and the woman
who were our companions, I moved over next to S’bule, who regarded
me wearily. He was doing his best to keep alert, but eventually they
would take him and comb through his memories.
“How are you?”
He grunted.
“What I mean, is does the pain of the crown lessen after time?”
“No. It grows worse. I think my head is about to explode each time I
wake up now, but I am growing accustomed to the pain.”
“Will you be able to defeat it?”
“I will defeat anything that does not kill me.” He said simply. Things
were black or white for him, cut and dry. He would surpass the crown’s
pain or he would die trying.
I grinned for what felt like the first time in eight days, though I knew
some of my interrogations with the Father of Nothing had caused me to
smile or laugh at my memories. This though, this was the first unbidden
emotion of the sort I’d felt during our captivity. “We will survive this.”
He nodded. “I damn well intend to.”
“I have a plan. I think so anyway. It needs work.”
“Good, because we need one.”
At that we both closed our eyes, our weariness taking us over.
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∞ 02 ∞
Jeslyn
“So,

this is how the soul carrier, the blessed born of Messanna
languishes in captivity.” A voice called from the doorway.
I didn’t have to look over at the entrance to know it was Jeslyn, finally
making a solo appearance before us. Likely she wished to taunt us into
action against the Father, but I wasn’t about to be hasty. Instead I rose
slowly to my feet and walked over, as if I had all the time in the world. I
think the deliberateness in which I moved aggravated her; her mouth had
set into a frown by the time I’d made the short walk over to her.
“Well?” She demanded.
I shrugged at her, playing a bit more apathetic than I actually felt,
though not by much. “Well what?”
“What have you to say for yourselves? Are you just going to lay around
until you die in here?”
“That’s sort of the plan.” I admitted, yawning boredly.
She looked at me – as best a blind woman can - as if I’d grown an extra
limb. “You’ve given up?”
“Why not?” S’bule called from his corner of the room. He still remained
in his squatting position against the wall.
“He’s right. It’s pretty hopeless.” I said. “I’m surprised we ever bothered
to come here. It was foolish.”
Her frown deepened. “I don’t think I believe either of you. I think you
plot even yet, but fear to let me know, because you think I may betray
you again.”
“Why would we think that?” Yonah asked acidly.
I had thought she’d stay out of this, and I hoped my face didn’t betray
that I was indeed lying. I didn’t want her to forewarn Jeslyn of anything
we might try. My plans hadn’t even fully formed in my head yet, but that
didn’t mean I wouldn’t care if they were stomped out and rendered
hopeless before they even had a chance to hatch.
“I guess I have given you no reason to trust me, but know that I am not
yet done either. The fight has not gone out of me.”
“Should you be telling us this? What makes you think that we won’t
betray you to the Father this time?”
Jeslyn threw her head back and laughed. “As if he’d believe any of you,
who came here to kill him, over me.”
“Why wouldn’t he?” I demanded. “We have nothing to lose or gain, so
why wouldn’t we drag you down with us? And after all, was it not you
who lead the group of us, who were coming to kill him as you say, to
Uxnali in the first place?”
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“Can he truly be happy that instead of dealing with his enemies in your
own turf, you brought them here to endanger him?” S’bule queried.
“I knew he’d want the child of Seponim.” Jeslyn replied calmly.
I smirked. “But you didn’t know he was that. If he really is that.”
“I had an inkling.”
“Why don’t you just tell him the truth? Are you afraid of him?”
“What do you mean?”
“Tell him you were going to try to destroy him, but then a boy unhanded
you and humbled you, so you betrayed us instead, because you feared
that if we vanquished him, you’d not be able to stand against us.” I
replied, adding, “Not that it matters now.”
“Nothing matters to you now. Nothing ever will again. Your lives are
forfeit. Why don’t you just lie around here and wait to die? It’s all you’re fit
for anymore.” She spat her haughty words at me.
That’s when I did something foolish. Or maybe it wasn’t. It was
gratifying if nothing else. Only time would tell if it was a mistake.
I drew back my fist and slammed it into her face. With a gasp of pain,
she tumbled backward, grasping feebly at the doorway as she tumbled
past it and landed on her ass. The strip of cloth over her eyes fluttered
loosely in the air, landing near her feet. Her crusty eye sockets were
bared to the world, and she looked confounded over the fact that I had
been able to strike her.
S’bule just started laughing at the two of us, and it took me a moment to
realize what had just occurred. Yonah looked blankly from S’bule, still
laughing like a madman, and Jeslyn and I. Even Josiah was sitting up
now, exhausted though he might be.
“The Father might care if we try to hurt him, resist his guards, or
escape, but he doesn’t care how bad we hurt you.” I said with a laugh.
Jeslyn looked aghast, for she knew what it meant. It meant that he must
surely know of her part in the plots against him, but he had chosen not to
punish her. Yet. She grabbed the eye-covering ribbon off the floor,
pushed herself hurriedly to her feet and ran away.
My laughter followed her, and despite myself, I found myself liking the
subtle revenge the Father of Nothing was working on his servant. She
couldn’t very well kill or hurt us until he was done with us or she’d incur
his wrath. That left us free to torment her at every turn for the time being.
That alone was a reason for continuation if nothing else was.
That day, and every day after that we tested her. We’d taunt her, throw
things at her, and chase her down the halls. She never once lifted a hand
against us, and after a few days she avoided us altogether. She stopped
coming by our interrogations too, mostly because I don’t think she
wished the Father to witness our depredations of her.
No comment was ever made by the priests or the Father. I suppose it
wasn’t a nice or even very gracious thing to do, but we needed some sort
of entertainment, something to keep our spirits up. And as time went, our
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interrogations increased in frequency.
S’bule still resisted them at every chance, but then they started
drugging us so they could drag him off in his sleep.
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∞ 03 ∞
Mentor
“How were you trained as a soul carrier?” The Father of Nothing asked
me.
I was strapped down to a cross-shaped table that was inclined at a
forty-five degree angle so that my head was higher than my feet. I was
bound at the ankles, waist, wrists, and across the chest. Supposedly it
was for my safety, because someone being forced through a memory
walk, which I often was if I didn’t feel like sharing what the Father wanted
to see, tended to flail about.
“There wasn’t much formal training. It’s a trial by fire sort of profession.”
“Show me.”
“I don’t want to.”
I felt a spasm tingling down my spine. My body writhed as if a ribbon of
fire had laced itself around the nerves of my spine.
“Show me.” He ordered again after my spasms had passed.
I sighed and dove into my memories again.
I was one of few soul carriers to actually have some training with my
predecessor. Normally we die before we get a chance to train our
successors. Our lives are hard and fraught with dangers of the body and
the mind. Despair has taken no few soul carriers from this world; more
than one of us has thrown themself from a cliff or into a stormy sea to
end what often seems a pointless existence.
Normally we are trained by our knowledgeable Wolde-Keepers. They
keep the knowledge and the lore of centuries of soul-carriers among
them. Upon the discovery of the new soul carrier, Wolde-Keepers will
convene for their training, usually for a period of two years. There are
more than two-dozen Woldes throughout the northern half of the
continent, so that means a lot of knowledge.
Unfortunately, even if these Wolde-Keepers have knowledge of the
processes and trials of being a soul carrier, they don’t have any
experience being soul carriers themselves. Their knowledge is nothing
more than advise and a guide for the new soul carrier.
“But you had the previous soul carrier to instruct you.”
“For a short while, yes. He wasn’t exactly a good teacher though. He
was a man of his trade, and that had never required him to be a father
figure and an instructor. He was ill suited to that role. He told me as
much.”
“Show me.”
My mentor was a tall man, and in the fashion of my people, he was light
haired and bearded, though his hair was showing grey that I suspected
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was premature, caused by worry and stress. He wore beads at the end
of warrior’s braids that hung to either side of his face, while the rest of his
hair was pulled into a long tail behind him. His beard was forked to either
side of his chin, with a trio of beads at the end of each prong of hair. His
eyes were a grayish-blue storm of emotion and anguish, like a man with
secrets and a life of hardship.
When he looked at me, I saw his indecision. He knew his duty, but at
the same time he knew he was condemning someone to a life such as
his had been. In the end, duty won out, and that was not a surprise I
guess, since he had spent his entire adult life pursuing his duty.
I was excited to be starting a new chapter in my life, both for the
adventure and for the hope of fame. I also hoped to find acceptance for
what I was. I needed to prove myself to my mother, who still regarded
me with blank eyes that were dead of love, as if I had already passed on
to the afterlife. Perhaps for her it was easier to be done with me sooner,
so as not to have to part with me later. She knew that I was going to be
leaving her to live a life of tribulation, suffering, and frequent pain. No
mother would wish that on a child, so she let me die in her heart then to
prevent greater pain in the future. That way she would not have to watch
me suffer.
“How… surgical.” The Father said, his words tinged with something that
sounded almost like admiration. “She cut you out of her life to spare
herself. It’s like a social amputation.”
“I guess so. It was painful. I don’t think about it much.” I said
dismissively, wanting the conversation to end, which to him was probably
an excuse to continue it.
“Are you expecting me to apologize for making you relive this?”
“It’s not in you. Why would I expect that?”
“It’s human to expect what you cannot get or have. Often your kind
forgets that we demons live by a different set of social mores and that
different rules govern our kind.”
“Believe me when I say that I have never thought otherwise. Your kind
are utterly alien to me, and I have always known you were a breed apart,
both in the body and the mind.”
“Good. Now continue.”
As I said, he wasn’t the best instructor. His methods were simple. He’d
sniff out souls and make me walk among them. Then we’d talk about
what the souls wanted, and we’d carry out their wishes. At first though,
he’d simply make me walk along with him as he carried the souls.
I learned to determine which souls were going to be hard to please and
to prepare for them. I learned the ways of battlefield medicine, for that’s
what it was after many of the souls we avenged – a battlefield, albeit a
small one. I needed to know how to patch other people up, and myself as
well. After a year of this, patching him up so he could go to the next soul
or cluster of souls to appease, we took a break at a Wolde.
This was my first time in a Wolde, but I knew immediately, instinctively,
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what it was. There was quietness, a stillness of souls there that seemed
like peace to me. A weight was lifted off of my shoulders, and I breathed
easier. Maybe it was more like always hearing a faint humming noise in
that back of your ear, but you never realized how annoying and
pervasive it was until it’s suddenly quieted and you realize how life is
supposed to sound. However I explain it, it was peaceful.
It was the first time I went to the Grünwolde, but not the last. I forged a
friendship with the old man who lived there as the Wolde-Keeper. And
while my mentor rested his body and spirit, I learned the stories and the
lore of my kind from Siyamak. He lives there still, and I have visited him
as often as possible, though sometimes there are years between my
visits.
Siyamak’s dark eyes hide a gentle pool of wisdom that surprises me
even yet. In his years he’s seen four different soul carriers, and he
helped train three of them, myself included. He’s served our kind for near
on seventy years now. It will be a great loss to soul carriers and
Messannites alike when he passes on to the afterlife.
“Your kind are so fragile.”
“Yours die rather nicely when prompted by the right methods.”
He snorted in amusement. “Perhaps the lesser one among my kind,
though in all right we are so different that they cannot be considered any
of my kind. I am a breed apart.”
“That kind of arrogance doesn’t lend to having many allies or friends.”
“In centuries of ruling these people in word if not in name, I have
learned that it is better to have subjects than allies. Allies worry too much
about themselves, and will always look for a way to better their position,
while subjects will simply look to prove themselves to you for rewards.”
“We don’t work that way.”
“Yes, well the people of the north are fractious. They never managed to
unite for more than brief alliances to drive the Southlanders into the
south, and twice more over the years to keep them there when they tried
to invade and retake their lost lands.”
“It’s been centuries since then.”
“And yet there’s no kingdom in the north that can rival the south. There
are tens of thousands and more people in the Southlands, and all bend
knee to me and my religion.”
“Your religion? It’s based on your father, Juheinnem. What does it have
to do with you really?”
The Father of nothing laughed. “You won’t bait me into revealing my
plans regarding him. Suffice it to say, the people of the north are a prime
example of everything that is wrong with humanity.”
“Independent, fierce, creative…” I started listing the qualities of my folk.
“Selfish, withdrawn, divisive.” He replied. “Even east of the Ansilde
Mountains, there is no set kingdom. It’s a loose confederacy of citystates and territories that squabble amongst each other. And west of the
Ansilde Mountains, well there’s not much of anything. The ruins from the
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last conflict between the Southlanders and northern folk have never been
rebuilt. There’s what, a collection of rough settlements, orchards, and
grazing fields? It’s untamed and wild.”
“Those people are some of the heartiest in all of this continent.” I said in
their defense. Much of my traveling of late had been through the lands
he spoke of. Nearly everything that had happened to me since I’d met
Josiah had been in that section of the northlands. “It takes a strength of
spirit that few can rival to reclaim those lands from the beasts and the
weeds.”
“And yet all their struggles would be swept away like river detritus
behind the wave of my Quirsani if I sent them north.”
A chill ran through me then, as I tried to imagine the kingdoms of the
north banding together to stop the Southlander people, the Quirsani.
Perhaps it could be done, but likely not. They numbered probably in the
hundreds of thousands south of the Morensit Range. My own folk
numbered less than five thousand, and many of them were elderly or too
young to be of any use in a fight.
Was that his goal? Did he hope to control an entire continent? What
could possibly stop him if he wanted the continent as his? Would he
expand his network of soul streams? I couldn’t even begin to imagine the
power he would hold if he could garner souls from the entire continent.
I was interrupted from these dark lines of thought by his command.
“Continue.” It was all he said at first. When I hesitated, he elaborated.
“How did your mentor die? When did you part ways? And what was his
name?”
Dorjan was a haunted man, as I had said. He carried such pain with
him. Did he hold more pain than I do now? I think it likely. He could no
longer shoulder the weight of the world, and I think that he knew he had
outlived his usefulness when I arrived. I was like a blade that came along
and snipped the last threads of duty that held on to him to keep him in
this world. I set him free, and for that I think he loved me.
No, I know he loved me for it, because his soul let me know so.
I had been deeply engrossed with my lessons with Siyamak one day,
and I felt him die. Perhaps it is a bond that soul carriers have. Siyamak
said that it is this feeling that often activates the latent, hibernating
abilities of the next soul carrier. Had I not already been initiated into my
profession by means of finding a soul of one close to me, I’d likely have
not known what I was until that very day, when he died. His death would
have freed my abilities.
I rushed from the Wolde to reach him, even though I knew it was too
late already. I found his body broken and ruined on the seashore below
the Wolde. He had taken his own life, and his spirit lingered in his
tattered body only long enough for me to reach it.
Then I witnessed an amazing sight, one that I will never see again.
“What was it?”
“Release.” I whispered.
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“What?” The lenses on the Father’s body twitched and focused on me.
His death was the release of his spirit, but also the small bits of souls
that resided within him, even after he’d released them to the afterlife. We
keep a little bit of every soul we carry. It’s deep within us. It becomes part
of our beings, released only upon death.
A fountain of light erupted from his body; it was a single beam of blue
with a dazzle of silver sparks surrounding it, caressing it, frolicking about
his own energy. They encouraged him to reach the afterlife,
congratulating him on a life well lived.
“So your kind, the soul carriers, has never had their souls trapped?”
“No.” I admitted reluctantly.
He laughed, and I feared that he might see this as a challenge. “Dorjan.
It has a tragic ring to it.”
He released me from the table then, tipping it forward to send me
spilling on the floor. Immediately, two priests came to haul me to my feet
by my armpits. I let them, feeling too weary to resist.
“I’m done with you for now. You’ve given me much to think about. Until
next time, Messannite.”
“Yeah, I’m delirious with anticipation for our next conversation.” I
muttered.
The Father of Nothing laughed again. I was really beginning to hate that
sound - a lot.
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∞ 04 ∞
A Child of Seponim
“I have decided, because of the simple fact that you are beginning to
become dull, that I will answer any one question for you.” The Father of
Nothing announced to me one morning, afternoon, or whatever it was.
S’bule might be able to tell the time of the day without seeing the sun,
but I hadn’t seen it in over two weeks, and I had no concept of what time
it might be anymore. For all I knew, even his supposed ability to tell time
was a delusion. He might have taken some sort of damage to his head
after being shaken unconscious by one of his many ‘seizures of
resistance’ that happened nearly every day for over a fortnight.
I glanced at the Father of Nothing, lifting my head as much as I could
from my reclined position on the cross-shaped table that I was strapped
to. “That’s very gracious of you.” I replied dryly. “You’re quite the host…
know how to make a fellow feel welcome.”
“I have no feelings or pride that you could injure by such statements,
yet it seems to make you feel better to waste your breath on these sort of
words frequently. It’s rather indicative of your kind’s predilection for
wasted effort and futility.”
I laid my head back down, ignoring him. He was baiting me into an
argument, one we’d had many times. It always ended with me getting a
jolt of pain throughout my body, and I wasn’t much looking forward to
that prospect, so I simply shut my mouth and clenched my teeth in
anger. Doing so seemed to alleviate some of the immediate anger, but
his patience still irked me.
He was capable of standing still without moving for hours on end. He
would not utter a word or move a muscle. He’d stand statue-still and wait
for me. Time was not an asset in which he had only a short supply. I
guess immortals or near immortals have a different perspective on what
is or isn’t a waste of time than I would.
I might have dozed off for a bit. I can’t recall. But eventually a question
came to me, so I blurted it out lest I lose the courage. “Why do you say
that Josiah is a child of Seponim?”
Part of me expected him to assault me with another lance of pain, but
he did not. He simply stood there, tilting his head thoughtfully as he
considered my words. After what seemed an inordinate time to me,
though I was strapped on a rather uncomfortable table at the time, he
answered.
“Because he is.”
“It took your that long to find those three little words?”
“I was trying to decide how to answer, and in doing so I needed to
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reassess all that I knew of the boy, as well as try to determine what you
could do with the information I might give you.”
“Meh.”
“How monosyllabic.” The Father said in distaste, as if I were suddenly a
lower life form than he had previously considered me. “I didn’t realize I
was interviewing the coyote. Although, even he is capable of responding
in more than grunts and simple noises.”
“You didn’t really answer my question. You make as if you’ve made a
surprisingly generous gesture, and you answer with a response that
cheapened your offer to the point of worthlessness.”
“I see. I don’t agree, but I see.” He said quietly, evenly.
“No you don’t.” I snapped back at him angrily. “If you did, you’d tell me
how it’s possible for him to be the child of a dead son of the Creator AlNahazzarum.”
“Seponim was destroyed by my father.”
“Yes, in the Halls of Creation. This caused Al-Nahazzarum to throw
Juheinnem down to this world in shame, but he never expected
Juheinnem to make the demons and forsake his care.”
“Yes, yes. Tragic isn’t it?”
“So how could he have children if he was destroyed?”
“His body was destroyed, but his soul was not. It roamed still.”
“How is that so?” I asked in surprise. “Was his essence not included
with that of his brothers to make the Hundred Angels?”
“When Al-Nahazzarum came upon the soul of his youngest, and
perhaps most beloved child, he wept, and it was the tears of the Creator
that washed the soul of his child down onto this world. Some of those
tears hit land, but many of them ended up in the vast seas.”
“Alright. I’m following so far.”
He seemed to be enjoying this. “Good, because it’s not that hard of a
path. Now see if you can keep up when things get more interesting.”
“I’ll do my best.” I replied coldly.
“Well, the spirit of Seponim was widespread, and thinly distributed
throughout the seas of our world, but it had also gathered in some
strength in the northern part of our continent. I sought to claim some of it
for myself once, but it was already gone. You see, I too had thought
Seponim’s essence was gone in one fashion or another. My father told
me it was not so some eight to ten years ago, so I sought it out.”
“You spoke to your father?” I couldn’t hide the incredulity in my voice.
The idea that this demon was somehow able to speak to his father,
imprisoned by the Hundred Angels in the Halls of Creation, spoke
volumes about his own power. I was more afraid of him now than ever.
“As every good son should.” He replied matter-of-factly. “Anyway, I
realized it had been taken up into, of all things, a child of the Wonne.
Somehow, a woman of the weakest branch of humanity had proven an
adequate host for Seponim’s spirit. The spirit of Seponim in the seas and
on the lands of this continent had collected over the centuries, and it had
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found a woman that I suppose he felt much in common with. There had
to be some sort of rapport between woman and son of the Creator, or the
mix would not have occurred. He was always a strangely social creature
though, this youngest son of the Creator, or so my Father tells me. So
anything was possible. Now though, much of Seponim resides in the
boy, mixed with the traits of his mother and father.”
“So he is not truly a child of Seponim, not in the traditional manner.”
“When you’re dealing with children of the Creator, is anything in the
traditional manner? They are not limited by the simple breeding that your
kind must adhere to. There are many ways for greater beings to pass on
their seed.”
“I don’t normally rub elbows with the deities, so I didn’t know.”
“You wouldn’t, I suppose.”
“Doesn’t that make Josiah a threat to you?”
“No. He has not only been unable to master his powers, but he hasn’t
even been able to heal himself. Even if he were to come into his full
power, he would be a pale shadow of me. I have tens of thousands of
worshippers feeding me with their energy of will, and the energy of their
souls when they have perished and cannot feed me with their willpower
anymore.”
“I see.”
“It’s good that you do. Do you see the futility of your efforts now? Can
you see that all was lost the moment you decided to cross paths with
me?”
“All was lost since the day I was born, remember? You saw it. Ill omens
are a way of life for me.”
“How accepting of you. Perhaps you’ll accept that I wish to see more of
your suffering and pain now?”
I shrugged slightly, closing my eyes. “I have no choice.”
“You always have a choice. The choice in this case though, is that I
would force you to do what you would not do willingly. The end result will
be the same, but one way I will enjoy much more. I’ll leave it to you to
figure out which way I refer to.”
Steeling myself inwardly, I braced my mind for another onslaught by his
demands. He would rummage through my head again, delighting in the
moments where I suffered and when I felt loss, despair, and pain.
Strangely, he always seemed drawn to my memories of family. Perhaps
it was because he had none of his own, only a father who was
imprisoned in the Creator’s home, and other demons his father had
sired.
I couldn’t bring myself to pity my captor. Instead, I probed at his being
with my memories, searching for a soft underbelly to an otherwise spiny
and scaled beast.
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∞ 05 ∞
Patience
For a couple days, we were left alone. This brought a few worries, since
our lives could be measured almost exactly by the amount of interest we
generated in the Father of Nothing. As soon as we were no longer
education, interesting, or amusing for him, I was pretty sure we’d end up
dead and pitched into the soul stream that ran under and through his half
of the continent.
It wasn’t like we wanted to draw attention back to ourselves either,
because his attention was hardly pleasant. Hours of having your mind
rifled through like a sheaf of old papers left all of us feeling drained,
abused, and used.
We were damned if we did, and damned if we didn’t – a familiar
situation for me.
I’ve always been one to minimize pain and cut through the bad parts in
life. Sometimes the only way for things to get better are for them to get
worse for a while first. Not everything always came out ‘peachy’ though.
There was a reason I traveled alone for so many years. I didn’t want to
be responsible for anyone’s death but my own.
The same people that offered me strength, companionship, comradery,
and more arms to swing weapons at my enemies also weakened me.
They were a liability. I had decided days ago that I would die for any of
them if I knew it would help. Hell, I might do it even if it wouldn’t help
matters for them. It would be best to be dead before he took to
slaughtering my party. I’d be spared the misery of witnessing that at
least.
Even death is an escape sometimes.
Don’t get me wrong here and think that I’d already given up and was
ready to take the coward’s way out. As despondent as I could get in our
austere little room with our simple food and our frequent interviews and
interrogations, I was still ready to fight tooth and nail to the death. If I
could but hurt a few of these priests or cause the slightest headache to
the Father of Nothing when he sought my disposal, I would feel
vindicated. I was, after all, practically battling a deity.
This was the grandson of the Creator whom I bantered with and
matched wits on a daily basis. Although I must say that I was usually
found lacking when he tested me. I simply wasn’t on his caliber. He was
a breed apart. He was beyond any of us as far as I saw things.
Still, we clung to life with stubbornness than any who have been
imprisoned might recognize. There are two types of prisoners. The first
type will fold, break, and be destroyed. Everything they are will be
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washed away as a result of their incarceration. Even if they survive the
imprisonment, which most do not, they are never the same. They are a
person without a heart, a person with the kernel or core of their being
diminished and lessened. The second type will fight, break, and endure.
They will hide a part of themselves away and it will evade the seeking
eyes and hands of the torturers and the imprisoners, withstanding the
most horrific of circumstances. Their bodies may be broken and they
may even lose their lives, but part of them will not be cowed. The core of
their being cannot be defeated or subjugated.
I prayed to Al-Nahazzarum and to Messanna, the mother of my people,
that I was one of the latter and not the former.
S’bule I knew was one of the second type. Every day he flung himself at
the priests who brought our food, and he paid for it with a mind and
body-numbing jolt that left him senseless on the floor. Once, I saw a
flash of anger in a priest’s eyes after S’bule had actually struck him. It
quickly vanished beneath the calm veneer of a brainwashed and
absolutely loyal priest. For a moment though, the person beneath all of
the religion and training had shown through.
I think that was a turning point for us. We saw that we could fight back.
“S’bule?” I whispered one night, the room half lit as it always was by a
globe of bluish light somewhere down the hall. Night was, of course,
what S’bule had declared it, though there was no discernable difference
in night or day to me.
“What?” He said back, in his full voice. He faced away from me on his
pile of cushions.
“How well can you resist the crown now?”
“Only for a few moments… a three-count maybe.”
“Is that long enough to free one of us now you think?”
As silly as it might seem, we were unable to lift a simple band of clothmetal, as I had taken to calling the material, from our own heads or each
other. They weren’t attached in any way that I could tell, and yet they
wouldn’t fall off no matter how we lay at night or how much we touched it.
I don’t even think it was a matter of pulling off flesh and hair to get them
off, for any of us would have sacrificed that much to be rid of them. By
some means unknown to us, they were simply part of us now.
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Who would you suggest I try?”
“Me, if you want.” I suggested.
“No.” Yonah said, interrupting. She hadn’t said much in days. She
merely lay about, consoling Mikasi and Josiah. “Try Mikasi. If you get him
loose, he is the least likely among us to be noticed, and the most likely to
escape unseen.”
“She makes sense.” S’bule admitted, and I nodded after a moment,
agreeing.
“Tell him.” I told her.
She cupped her hands around his ear, and made a low keening noise,
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a song that likely didn’t carry beyond this room. She sang to him for
some time, and he would whimper, bark, and yelp back to her in
response. As always, I could just barely hear that there was conversation
occurring, but I didn’t know what they said. S’bule just waited
expectantly, having sat up; he breathed regularly, steeling himself for the
attack that was to come.
Then, she stopped, and Mikasi stood. He went bravely over to S’bule,
sitting in front of the kneeling man. S’bule reached out, and held his hand
before Mikasi’s nose, allowing him to smell his hands before they were
put around the crowns.
Muscles tensed, S’bule’s great hands clamped around the two bands of
cloth-metal, and a cry arose from his mouth. His eyes bulged, his chest
heaved, and his arms pulled on the crowns despite all the jolts of pain
streaking down his arms.
I knew he had a higher threshold for pain than I, and I have been
tortured, wounded, and beaten more than most men who still live, but the
pain in his eyes was something I doubted I could have borne for as long
as he did.
Mikasi was lifted off the ground by the neck, four feet kicking feebly at
air as S’bule struggled, his thick arms stretching the crowns. Then, with a
great rip, the crowns came free. An audible pop accompanied the
breaking crowns, and a flash of white light. S’bule crumpled back onto
his cushions, and Mikasi lay there, panting.
“He’s done it!” Yonah exclaimed.
“Quiet!” I hissed at her, looking out into the hall before tentatively
grabbing the crowns. They were dead. Their power was broken, but at
what cost?
I knelt then beside Mikasi and S’bule. Yonah whispered in hushed
barks and whimpers to Mikasi while I looked after S’bule, straightening
limbs and digits that curled into painfully contorted positions as he lay
unconscious.
“Mikasi is drained, but feels alright. He will be fine in a few hours he
says.
“Perhaps we should have waited.” I said quietly.
Yonah regarded me in surprise. “Why?”
“He might find out if we are interviewed again, and our punishment
would be swift, or Mikasi’s would.”
“Then we don’t wait long. We make him escape as soon as we can.”
“To what end?”
“To save himself, if we can think of nothing else for him to do that might
aide us.”
I smiled and nodded. “He deserves that much – a chance at life after
we led him here.”
“I would do the same for any of us.”
“As would I.”
She reached out her hand to touch S’bule’s pain-contorted features.
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“How is he?”
“In pain, but he is a strong man. He has the will of a mule and the
strength of a bear.”
I wondered then, as we sat there quietly, if S’bule could do such a thing
again, but to one of us. Somehow I doubted it. The bond the crowns had
with us seemed different from that it had with Mikasi. Perhaps it was
because he was not human and that was what the crowns had been
constructed to subdue.
What’s good for the goose isn’t always good for the gander, or in this
case, what’s good for the human is not always good for the coyote. I
prayed that this would be the chance we’d need.
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∞ 06 ∞
Tongue
“Josiah?” I called quietly, gently shaking the boy’s shoulder.
He woke with a start, flinching away from my touch. I grimaced to see
that he slept as poorly as I. He had been sleeping better for a time,
before our captivity, but he had never fully recovered from his parents’
brutal murders in front of him. The memories still haunted him, and the
fear, pain, and suffering of our incarceration brought back these fears
with renewed vigor.
“Wuh?” His words were still thick, the result of having one’s tongue cut
out.
“We need to talk about something. I fear time grows short.”
He nodded gravely.
“They keep saying you’re the son of Seponim. Do you know who that
was?”
Josiah shrugged after a long moment of thinking. “Nuh re-ully.”
“It’s one of the sons of Al-Nahazzarum, the Creator. Juheinnem, the
firstborn of the Creator and father of the Father of Nothing, killed
Seponim millennia ago. This was before mankind even existed.”
“If hus dead, huh can uh be hus son?”
“It’s a matter of spirits and souls. You were inhabited by Seponim’s
loose spirit. You are not literally his son. He did not lay with your mother
to make you.”
He looked askance at me, frowning as he digested my words. “Wut
does et mean den?”
“It means that you have the ability to rival the Father of Nothing if you
can simply find your hidden abilities. You have a well of strength within
you that you have probably never even touched before, and you need to
locate it. You are our best chance to survive this.” Of course, I couldn’t
bring myself to tell him that even if he did find his supposed hidden
powers, he couldn’t possibly match the Father of Nothing’s storehouse of
thousands of souls’ worth of energy in the soul streams below the cities
of the Quirsani. We all need something to cling to, no matter how slim.
“Uh dun knaw.” He said dubiously.
“It’s true. It has to be. They speak of it to me, and tell me that you will
never be able to find what you have never known is there, and that you
will die before you ever even realize what you’re missing.”
“So wuh can uh do?”
“I don’t know anything for certain, because this is undiscovered territory
for me. You need to work on it though. I had thought perhaps you could
work on your tongue first.”
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“Muh tung?”
“Yes. Grow it back. A grandson of the Creator should be able to do
something simple like that, yes?”
“Uh can?”
“Yes, I think you might be able to.”
“How-uh?”
“I don’t know. I’ll be the idea guy. You work on carrying out my ideas.”
“Buh-but.”
“No. Just try it. You work on that, and I’ll work on a plan to get us out of
here, okay?”
“Uh gu-ehs suh.”
“You guess so? Try to be a little more confident than that. Our lives may
depend on whether or not you actually try at this. Don’t do it halfheartedly.”
“Ah wunt.”
“Good.” I said, making sure my gaze was strong on his eyes. He
needed to know how important this was. He didn’t flinch or try to look
away when I told him, “We need you now more than ever. Make me
proud.”
He grinned slightly, and sat up straighter. In time, his eyes assumed a
far-off look.
Yonah noticed what Josiah was doing before S’bule, but Josiah still had
a couple hours of uninterrupted time to concentrate before anyone
bothered him or took note of him.
“What’s he doing? Is he all right? His eyes look funny. Is he ill?” Yonah
asked, spitting words out rapidly, not pausing to give me a chance to
answer or reply.
“Well, he’s trying to connect with a deeper well of power somewhere in
his being. I can’t see that he’s having any luck yet, but he’s not sick.” I
explained hastily.
She wasn’t convinced. “Deeper well of power? How is that?”
“He’s Seponim’s child.” S’bule offered.
Yonah choked out a laugh. “Who told you that?”
I frowned at her. Her doubt might do Josiah’s own fragile confidence
harm if he were to overhear it. “The Father of Nothing, when he captured
us. Jeslyn and him have both confirmed it on numerous occasions.”
“And they’ve started telling us the truth since when?”
“It feels right. They seem to have the right of it.” I replied.
“So that’s it? Do what feels right and trust instincts?”
“What else have we at this point?” S’bule demanded, and at the
harshness of his tone, she relented.
Mikasi pushed himself up against her, offering her comfort by proximity.
Her hands sought out his thick fur, and she began to keen to him. It
seemed likely unaware to her that she so frequently broke into coyote
song to speak now. It was second nature almost.
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Meals were delivered, cold and bland as usual, before Josiah finally
seemed to return to his body. I knew, though, that he had not left his
form to spirit walk on the winds or on water. He had been lost deep
within his own being, searching for something that had eluded him
probably since birth, and like a treasure hidden in a dark place, it was not
easily found.
“Uh fuhnd sum-theng.” He said simply, interrupting the normal everyday
tasks of surviving that we were all doing.
“You have?” Yonah asked in surprise.
“Yes.” He whispered, smiling to himself.
S’bule looked at me and grinned. It was the first such expression I’d
seen since his painful and almost debilitating struggle to break Mikasi’s
collars.
“Good,” I told Josiah, “because I think I have something of a plan too.
All we need now is a significant diversion – something strong enough to
draw attention from us for a short time.”
“What diversion?” She asked.
“That’s exactly the problem. I haven’t figured that out yet. I’ll let you
know when I have. I’ll think of something...” My voice trailed off. “All I
know is that we’ll need Josiah to unleash his potential if we are to have
any chance of defeating the Father of Nothing.”
“I thought we simply aimed to escape?”
“To what end?” I demanded, frustration tingeing my voice.. “He controls
half the continent, maybe more soon. Where could we hide from him?
He’s immortal and imminently powerful.”
It was Yonah’s turn to frown. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She said, hiding
her face in her hands for a moment before she resumed petting Mikasi,
who could be rather insistent at getting his back scratched when he felt
like it.
S’bule’s head turned toward the entryway, and he signaled for all of us
to be quiet. We lay down then, pretending we’d been resting, or at least,
not conversing.
I heard the priests’ footsteps approaching, the soft footfalls of our
captors. There was only a pair of them, as per norm, and their timing
was, as always, seemingly without schedule. They simply came for me
whenever they were ordered to, which seemed to be whenever the
Father of Nothing fancied a bit of digging through my mind.
I suppose I should have felt relieved for some reasons. The fact that
they were still coming for us meant that we still had time left to live, even
if in captivity. I imagined that I knew what it was to be a caged bird, for
many of those are kept only for amusement and pleasure, or to take out
and entertain the owner. Were we much different from them? Were our
own wings any less clipped?
They came for me this time. Worries arose into my head. What if he
finds out? What if I ruin our escape by letting him see what we had been
doing or trying to do at least?
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I pushed these thoughts deep into my mind along with our plans and
our small insubordinations, willing them to become unimportant, while
offering some vulnerable part of my past up to entice the Father of
Nothing instead. I would offer him the death of my mother. I hoped it’d be
enough of a distraction that he’d not dig around the more recent thoughts
in my head.
If my ploy did not work, all was lost.
The last thing I did before I was hauled off was to give Josiah a look
that let him know that I wanted him to continue, with or without my
presence. He knew I expected him to finish the work I had given him.
There was only a slight nod from him to signal me back that he knew my
expectations. That was enough for me.
I did my best to keep my thoughts on other things, but it wasn’t easy.
Trying not to think of something is about like when someone says, “don’t
look down,” when you’re walking near a precipice or high ledge. I was
able to focus my mind on small things though.
I counted cracks between floor tiles as I walked, or the number of wall
lights. My mind was absorbed in little things like the textures of the
fabrics that the priests wore, the feel of calloused hands restraining my
arms, and the smell of the oiled, leather straps that were used to tie me
to the crucifix-shaped table.
The Father of Nothing regarded me with his mask of lenses and straps,
if it was indeed a mask. I’d never found out before. He stood statue-still,
as if lost in thought, or perhaps his mind was elsewhere. This opened a
few avenues of thought I’d never considered before. It was entirely
possible that the Father of Nothing could spirit walk. Maybe that was why
he’d lapse into periods of absolute stillness and quietness sometimes.
But a human body cannot do that, so it was not a human beneath that
strange covering of colored glass lenses and straps – at least not a living
one. I’d never seen him eat, drink, breathe, or have any kind of
expression other than the way some of the lenses seemed to glow on
occasion.
The lack of motion still bothered me. Could even a demon stand that
still without breathing? Was there anything living beneath the costume at
all? Was the form before me just a puppet or automaton? It might be that
we’d been wrong all along. How did we even know if this being in front of
us during our interviews was even the Father of Nothing? What if it was
just a showpiece used to frighten and intimidate others? Maybe it was
one of the priests controlling it.
I turned my head a little to the left to look at the pair of priests who had
tied me down. One was familiar, but one was not. It’s hard to tell one
man of dark red coloring with a shaved head apart from another. Their
facial features were so generally similar that they could have all been
cousins or brothers. Even their faces were rather ageless. They were of
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five and forty years of age, but more than that I could not tell.
It couldn’t be one of the priests. It just wasn’t possible. None of them
appeared to be more than simple drones. Or had they? Self-doubt
plagued me. Had we been tricked all along? Was there even a Father of
Nothing? Did they need one?
How possible was it that these priests had developed a type of power
over the minds of the commoners, and had even built the soul streams?
Could they have developed this figurehead as a way to inspire faith in
their citizens? They’d need some way to move it too, because it did
move, apparently of its own free will. I never saw any attached wires or
any other apparatus for moving it. Yet I never felt any soul energy or
anything else that might explain the creature’s movement.
I just couldn’t shake that line of thought. Jeslyn could piggyback
somehow, so why couldn’t this demon? But piggybacking on an
inanimate object was different. I wasn’t positive that the thing under all
the lenses and straps wasn’t alive after all. There were just too many
unknowns. Demons are never easy to figure out. There aren’t any set
rules defining their appearances, powers, and limitations – at least none
that I have been able to discover.
“Father of Nothing, eh?” I said.
“What?” The Father replied after a moment, finally moving again.
“I don’t understand the name.”
“Perhaps it is something you need not know.”
“No. I’d like to. I can only guess it means you’re impotent.” I replied,
grinning.
A wracking pain came crashing down my spine, seizing up muscles
from the base of my neck to my toes. I gasped soundlessly at the pain,
unable to utter a cry. The pain disappeared a moment later, but my body
still felt like it was on fire. Needles of pain lanced through my muscles,
and I wanted to cry.
“So that’s not it. What is it then?” I asked, expecting another jolt.
I kept my eyes moving from face to face of the priests, and around the
room. I wanted to see if anything was amiss. To my surprise, I was not
given another dose of pain. I think he knew I was going to test him today,
and he saw no harm in simply answering my question.
“I have had no offspring, not because of any dysfunction, but because it
would dilute my powers. Demons grow weaker when they make
offspring, and their offspring take a measure of their overall power as a
spark for their own. It is for this mostly, that I was given the name. There
are those who said I lack the instinct to raise a child, but I have seen no
reason to prove them wrong. There are other reasons, more than you
need to know, why I have been named this way.”
I thought about his words for a moment, focusing on the fact that he
had mentioned demons that were critical of him in the past tense. He’d
killed them, or disposed of them. I chose to steer the conversation away
from that then, lest it be a sore subject. I kept my eyes roaming the room
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as I spoke. “Is it a significant amount of power you would lose if you were
to have offspring?”
“No. It’s a miniscule amount to one such as me, but not to the lesser
demons. Why should I suffer any such reduction in ability if I need not?”
“I don’t know. Do the Dellanille delight in child-rearing, or the making of
children?”
“Some more than others, much like humans. As a whole, we are not as
fecund a species as humans, but we live longer.”
“I often wondered why your kind do not outnumber ours.”
“We did for some time when your kind were still new on this world, but
there has been much in-fighting, and I was forced to exterminate many of
my kind to achieve what I have.”
“Oh? I thought my own kind was the fractious species, but yours is too?
Fractious, that’s the word you used, wasn’t it?”
“Demons know their place in the grand scheme of things. It is only the
greater demons among my kind who vie for power, and it’s a deadly
game we play. The rest content themselves with the crumbs left over.”
He said smugly.
I couldn’t see the difference myself, since humans seemed to operate
on the same principals. Every tier of humanity had rivalry. Merchants
compete with their neighbors, as do tradesmen. Soldiers compete to be
the most loyal and victorious, which is often done at the beck and call of
our greatest folk, regardless of whether they are called kings, priests,
queens, or any number of other titles. Even children compete to be the
best at something, being unaware of how insignificant their ploys and
scheming are in the whole wide scope of life.
How did demons differ? I couldn’t believe that each demon knew for
certain where they lie on the continuum of power and sat there. Certainly
they knew if they were considered Greater or Lesser Dellanille, but
among those levels, there had to be infighting and posturing and
alliances as they maneuvered to be at the top of their tier. Only the
vitiated demons were probably ignorant of the politics of their betters,
having too little intelligence, or too animal a nature to realize what was
going on around them.
“What of Jeslyn? How does she fit in?”
“She’s among the Supreme Dellanille, albeit a weaker one when
compared to the greatest of our kind.”
“Supreme Dellanille? That’s got a ring of majesty to it. Very exalted. I’d
never heard of this tier of demon society before”
“Because there are only a handful of us in the world now. One with your
limited abilities is lucky to have seen two in your life.”
“The privilege has not been lost on me.” I said dryly.
That did earn me another jolt, and he rode the waves of pain into my
mind to examine my past suffering then. My secrets were safe, forgotten
for a time. He took the memories of my mother’s wasting illness and her
painful death from me then. He made me relive those moments until I
245

AFTERLIVES
sobbed and almost wanted to die myself.
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∞ 07 ∞
Attack
I woke to a great groaning noise, as if the building were shifting or an
earthquake was rattling the whole height of the tower.
“What’s happening?” Yonah’s worried voice called out. Mikasi howled
beside her, caught in the crook of her arm.
“I don’t know.” I replied, looking around. The lights dimmed for a
moment, flickered off, and came back on. “How long have I slept?”
“Nearly a day.” S’bule answered.
I was out a whole day. I grimaced. My last session with the Father of
Nothing had been particularly intense and exhausting. I feared that he
was tiring of my memories, and that our remaining time here would be
short. Apparently, that idea was already circulating, because S’bule
voiced those concerns.
“What’s your plan? We’re low on time I think. Whatever is happening
outside might even expedite our deaths.”
“I… well, I have ideas,” I said hesitantly, not wanting to give them false
hopes, ”but timing will be everything.”
“Let’s hear them.” S’bule insisted.
“I think we can get Mikasi out of here, and he can try to find my spear.
Then, we’ll go from there.”
“What good is your spear?” Yonah asked, despair and worry heavy in
her words.
“A great deal of good… if it could be thrust into the soul stream. It can
store soul energy. How much, I don’t know, but hopefully enough.”
“Enough for what?” She asked.
“Enough to take out the Father of Nothing with us.” I said, laying it out
there for them to ingest.
She stared at me in disbelief. “Wait. That’s your plan? You have no
hope of living through this?”
“We all knew that was a chance when we came down here.”
“But to just give up and try to die?”
“If we don’t try to stop him, he’s going to invade the north. He’s already
said as much. And if you think he’ll stop when he controls all of Nahaz,
you’re mistaken. Asora will eventually be brought to his attention, and the
Eastern Isles. Nowhere will be safe.”
She shook her head. Genuine worry was in her eyes. “What do we gain
by dying for this? We forfeit the benefits of anything that may happen.”
“What do you suggest then?” I demanded. “Is your life so important that
you would not give it away to stop a great wrong that may otherwise
happen? You know of the afterlife. You know that this life is not an end,
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only a brief period in a greater existence. Think of the lives we may save
if we do this.”
“Being told that there is an afterlife and that this is a worthy cause, and
actually believing it so well that I’m willing to give my life for something
are two entirely different things. I like this life, what it is anyway. I know
it’s not much, but it’s all I have.” Yonah said quietly, contritely.
S’bule met my eyes, his own were an intense flash of white against
dark skin. “I’m with you. If we do not try this now, no one may ever get
another chance.”
“The weight of the world on your shoulders. I don’t envy you.” Jeslyn
called from the doorway.
I stood quickly, my hands balling into fists. I hadn’t heard her coming
down the hall. I glanced aside to see S’bule rising as well. A low growl
came from Mikasi, where he stood guard beside Josiah and Yonah.
“What do you want?” I asked curtly, taking a step closer to her.
“To help. Nothing more.”
“You? Help?” Yonah scoffed. “You’re the reason we’re here right now.”
Jeslyn smiled sweetly. It was a saccharine expression that belied the
serious matters we discussed. “Help is here. Can you not feel the
change in the air? The city is under attack.”
“By whom?”
“My allies in the north. The Blood Cults.”
“They’re yours?”
“Mine and an ally’s. I believe your Kessallite here is familiar with him.
He followed him across the ocean to chase him after all.”
“Ohanzee!” S’bule shouted the name excitedly. “You know him? He’s
here?”
Jeslyn laughed. “Who do you think leads the attack? There are dozens
of Bone Dancers and hundreds of our Signed Warriors. They are trying
to seal off the branches of the soul web coming into the city. We aim to
cut off the influx of new soul energy.”
My mind whirled at this. The Bone Dancers had to be more beings like
the creature that had once kidnapped Josiah; it had been formidable,
with its tentacle-like appendages and hard carapace. The Signed
Warriors could only be more men like Knobby and the soldiers in the
temple where I’d rescued Yonah. They had dozens of the Bone Dancers
and hundreds of Signed Warriors? How could there be so many? What
had been the cost in souls extracted from innocent people to create
them?
“What of it?” I asked.
“We’re distracting the Father of Nothing to give you your chance. Go
now, and do your best to destroy him.”
“What about you? What will you do while we’re doing this?”
She shrugged. “Hope for the best? It’s all or nothing now.”
“Why do I still not trust you?” I asked.
“Would you trust me more if I disabled the crowns from your heads?”
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Jeslyn asked, eyeless face swinging to regard each of us in turn.
“Disable? Why not just take them off?” S’bule asked.
“That way you’ll still look like prisoners, but you’ll be able to act freely.”
“That might help a little then, but not much. If you betrayed us once, it’s
even easier to do it a second time, if you think it’ll save your own hide.” I
told her.
“That’s a risk we’ll all have to take then: I trusting you all, and you
trusting me. We’re buying you time out there, but we won’t be able to do
everything on our own.” She said quietly.
S’bule crossed his arms in front of him. “Why would you attack if you
didn’t think you’d be able to win?”
“Because I knew you’d want to try to kill the Father of Nothing if you had
the chance. Our goals coincide in this if in nothing else.” She replied.
We all stared at each other for a long moment before I made my
decision.
“Me first then.” I said. ”S’bule will kill you if you try anything other than
breaking the crown.”
She looked irritated that we doubted her. “This is what you call trust?”
“No, I call this caution.” I replied, grinning.
“So be it. Let’s get this done before we’re caught.”
She took her place beside me. She showed me her empty hands first,
and then moved very slowly, so as not to alarm me with any sudden
movements.
“This might feel odd, but it won’t hurt, alright?”
“Do it already.”
“Alright. Don’t rush me.” She said testily.
I bit back an angry retort, took a deep breath, and watched her hands
descend on my head. She touched my hair lightly as her hands brushed
across the crown. I felt a brief moment of nausea and vertigo, and then
she withdrew her hands.
“There.”
“That’s it?” I asked, surprised that it was as simple as that.
“Yes.”
“Why did it feel strange?”
“It was tied to your soul.”
“Oh.”
She ignored me, moving next to S’bule, and then Yonah. Yonah
wouldn’t even look at the woman, and from the hesitation I saw in
Jeslyn’s hands, I could tell she wanted to leave the woman in her
predicament, but she did not. Josiah was last, only when Jeslyn came to
stand beside him, she looked back at us with wonderment on her face.
“What is it?” Yonah hissed, and there was a bestial snarl to her tone
that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.
Jeslyn glanced at Mikasi, whose ears were laid back against his skull
as he regarded her in return, before she looked at Yonah. “The boy. He’s
different. ” Her eyes moved to linger on Mikasi’s collarless neck for a
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moment. She had not missed the fact that we had somehow removed
the collars.
“Has he found himself?” I wondered aloud.
Jeslyn’s eyebrows rose above the strip of cloth she had tied around her
head to hide her empty eye sockets. “What? What have you done?”
“He’s searching for himself.” I said, taking a long look at the boy for
myself.
By all appearances, he was catatonic and unresponsive, but I could feel
him still. His proximity to me for so long had created in me a subtle
awareness of his being that always tickled the back of my senses. If any
of my companions were to die, I would know instantly, because I’d lose
the sense of them.
A quick brush of her hands later and she was done with Josiah’s crown.
“I’m not sure that’s wise. He could get lost. There are all sorts of soul
traps in this place.” She replied, and while there was some concern in
her voice, I could hear fear in her voice too.
I shrugged dismissively. “I know that. That’s why I haven’t spirit walked
during captivity. He’s not doing that though. He’s simply searching within
himself.”
“I must go. I need to supervise the battle effort. Do what you will now.
It’s now or never.” Jeslyn announced, effectively ending our
conversation.
She all but ran from the room. I couldn’t help but look at the innocent
little boy in the corner and wonder what she saw that she feared so
much.
I rose free from my body, and I immediately felt the tugging of the wards
and spirit traps within the building. Snares of soul energy lashed out at
me like lines with fishhooks on them, trying to drag me down into the soul
streams that ran beneath the building.
My spirit twisted and maneuvered on the thin drafts of air in the
corridors, fighting free of the tethers that sought to pull me down. I went
down this corridor and that, always relying on instinct rather than
knowledge of the floor plan to guide me. Truthfully, the few times I’d
been roaming about the building, I could make no sense of the layout. It
seemed to shift from time to time, and as doubtful as that seemed, it
became more and more believable as I rounded each curve that led me
into a room I’d seen before.
There is a limit to how large any building can be though, and it was only
a matter of time before I stumbled across an entryway to the stairwell
that led below. It was not long before Mikasi came running after me, my
spear held in his mouth as a pair of priests chased him.
I grinned as best a disembodied spirit can, which is to say that I felt an
upwelling of amusement that was not evidenced by an accompanying
physical expression. Something about grown men chasing a coyote that
is a sixth their size and carrying a heavy spear was just hysterical to me.
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Maybe it was that I was just overwhelmed to finally see us acting
against our captors. We’d been under their thumb for weeks, and now
Yonah had spoken to the coyote and had gotten him to steal my spear
back from them. It might have seemed a minor triumph, but to us it was a
victory nonetheless.
All that remained was for him to get to the soul stream outside and then
he’d have to plunge my spear into it. If my guess was right, it’d hold an
incredible amount of soul energy, which I could use to blast this temple
to pieces, or at least take out the Father of Nothing. If anything in the
world would destroy him, it’d be that spear.
Perhaps my companions would even escape. Josiah might grow his
tongue back and live as a normal boy. S’bule could go back to Asora.
Mikasi could return to his tribe, or his pack, whatever they wanted to call
it. Yonah would find something to do with herself, and whatever it was,
it’d be safer than this. She wasn’t made for this. I wasn’t made for this.
No one could be.
The stairs spiraled down, and I was hard pressed to keep up with
Mikasi’s fleet-footed passage, since I was dependent on the winds within
the stairwell to move about. The priests were just as pressed to keep up
with the coyote for that matter, but I recalled the jam of humanity in the
halls below. Would the masses of people have emptied out because of
the battle, which had been fierce enough to rock the foundations of the
great temple complex? I couldn’t imagine that all the hundreds or even
thousands of priests in the city couldn’t hold off the attackers, no matter
how strong they were.
The stairwell opened abruptly into a small alcove that offered a view of
a wide swathe of the great, pillared room that comprised most of the
ground floor of the temple complex. As I had expected, there were still
hundreds of folk wandering the floor in their strange patterns. Their silent
devotions traced Juheinnem’s runes on the floor, but to what end I still
did not know.
Mikasi darted into the crowd, keeping the point of my spear dragging
the ground beside him. His jaws must have been sore from carrying such
a heavy weapon, but he would not give up. Even when he crashed into a
worshipper who stepped in front of him unexpectedly, he continued to
push on. The priests were long lost in the crowd now, unable to see
where the coyote had gone since he was so low to the ground in
comparison with the temple-goers.
As he approached one of the great sets of doors that seemed to be
perpetually open with the comings and goings of worshippers, he
dropped the spear. Someone had stepped on the end, and with a yelp, it
was pulled from his mouth. Panting heavily, he tried to pull it free from
the endless stream of humanity.
While I watched him worry the spear free of the crowd and push on
toward the door, I felt a renewing of the attacks on my spirit. Tethers of
soul energy reached out to me, but I resisted them, shrugging off each
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on, though it weakened me to do so. My time outside of my body was
limited anyway, but each extra effort expended made that time all the
shorter.
There was a rush of air and I was outside.
The town was spread out before me, out of focus and large. Seeing
with your spirit is like having eyes that look in all directions at once. You
have no eyelid or the back of your skull to limit your view. It’s disorienting
when so much is happening at once.
Part of me kept track of Mikasi as he bolted for the river of soul energy
that surrounded the complex, while other parts of my being watched the
great tower of the temple shake with the rumble of the ground. It swayed
like a tree in the wind, yet it refused to fall. More distantly, beyond the
swarms of people coming and going from the temple as if the battle in
the outer sections of the city were everyday an occurrence, I could see
smoke rising.
It was morning, the first I’d seen in a month. Everything was so
blindingly brilliant, but nothing so much as the river of souls, which
beckoned me even as Mikasi pitched the spear in, and collapsed beside
the river upon doing so.
There was a bright flash of light, and a gathering of energy within the
stream. Then there was a piercing flash of light that rocketed into the air;
it originated in the spot where the spear had been thrown in, but grew
beyond that, surrounding the entire temple after a scant few seconds.
Mikasi picked himself up again, and walked into the light.
I wanted to call out to him, and make him stop, but I could not – I had
no voice. Then it dawned on me what we had done. We had sent him to
his death. We’d asked him to throw the spear in and bring it back, but
there had been no way for him to do it. He lacked hands, and there was
no cord tied between the spear and himself to allow him to simply drag it
back out, so he’d gone in after it.
There was nothing then but the light. All spirit ties I had to the coyote
were lost.
I wavered for a moment, considering retreating to my body and making
a run for it, or even confronting the Father of Nothing as we were. Yet as
I began to turn to leave, following a light draft that I knew would swirl
back in through one of the many oversized pairs of doors into the
Temple, I saw an answering flash of light from above.
The light descended, wrapped in winds, light, and a heady scent of
serenity and the musk of beasts that was unlike any I’d ever
experienced. What I saw needed no explaining. I felt in my heart of
hearts what it was: an Angel.
My spirit was snapped back into my body then, thrust back by someone
or something other than myself. I sat up with a gasp, my eyes wide, and
somehow diminished now that they no longer beheld the Angel.
“It is Colosi.” Yonah murmured, tears shining in her eyes as she
mentioned the beloved guardian Angel of the Coyotes of Bakhalya.
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∞ 08 ∞
Demons and Angels
“Colosi? The Angel?” I muttered. I had seen it but still I had a hard time
believing it. Never before had I heard of anyone actually seeing an
Angel. Some might claim it, but their claims were always proven to be
lies and delusions, but here one was.
“What has happened? What Angel?” S’bule demanded.
“There was…“ I trailed off, trying to find words. “It’s hard to explain.
There was a strong reaction between the spear and the soul stream.”
He nodded. “I know, the building shook.”
“Well, then an Angel showed up to rescue Mikasi I think.” I continued.
Yonah added quietly. “He threw himself in after the spear.”
“He’s gone?” S’bule asked in surprise.
“I don’t know.” I replied, looking to Yonah for some sign that the coyote
still lived.
She shook her head. “I lost him when he entered the soul stream. I
don’t know if he lives or not.” Her voice wavered as she announced her
lack of knowledge.
I stood slowly, coming resolutely to my feet. “Then I must go get the
spear myself, for I cannot battle the Father of Nothing without it.”
“But I can.” Came a voice from the corner, one I didn’t recognize.
We all turned to look, as curious as we were surprised. Josiah wore a
look of utter seriousness, the look of one confronting a task he was born
for. I knew the look well, for I’d seen it on my own face staring back at
me from another’s eyes many times.
“You’ve done it?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
“Yes. I am whole again.” He said, smiling.
“His tongue…” S’bule shook his head. “I cannot believe it, even though I
see it.”
“What can we do to help?” I asked Josiah.
“Keep the priests away from me.”
S’bule snorted. “That’s a tall order, especially without weapons.”
“Then we need to get weapons first.” I replied, inclining my head toward
the door.
I led the way then, followed by Yonah, Josiah, and finally S’bule. At
each nexus of the tunnels within the complex, Josiah would tell me which
way to go. After the fourth such occurrence, I finally asked how he knew
where to go.
“Do you know this place now?”
He grinned at me. “Yes.”
“How?”
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“I see through all the illusions now.” Josiah answered simply.
“Illusions?” Yonah turned around and asked, bumping into me when I
stopped in front of her. She shrugged back at me when I turned to see
what was going on.
“The Father of Nothing is a trickster. His power and majesty are mostly
imagined. It’s smoke and mirrors.”
I frowned, trying to imagine how anyone could be in control of half a
continent if he was only tricking everyone. It didn’t seem possible, but
then I couldn’t even tell what was illusion at what was not. Part of me had
felt that there was something ‘not quite right’ about all we saw and
experienced, but I had never been able to tell exactly what was real and
what wasn’t.
We entered a dazzling room, filled with the brilliance of a half-dozen of
the bluish glowing bulb lights reflecting off a collection of weaponry that
ranged from very antique to quite new. A tingling aura of energy pulsated
around the entire collection. It was a palpable sensation. I frowned
deeper than I had already been frowning at the crackling hiss in my inner
ear and clenched my teeth.
“What is that?” Yonah asked, pressing the heels of her palms to her
ears.
“Mostly soul-imbued weapons and artifacts, though some are simply
regular items of great value. Many of these things are centuries old.”
Josiah answered, poking his small hands through the jumbled mess of
weapons and random objects of immeasurable value.
S’bule located his sickle-blades almost immediately, and laughed aloud
upon having their familiar heft in his hands. I grabbed first an axe that I
slung over my shoulder, and then a serviceable pole-arm, something like
a guisarme, with a long double-sided blade and a hook at the business
end of it. It’s a deadly weapon in the right hands, and mine weren’t
unused to weapons like it. Yonah selected a trio of stiletto knives and a
thin bladed sword that she tucked through her belt.
“I’m ready.” Josiah announced, holding up a black dagger with a
perpetually swirling row of gems set along the center of the blade.
“What’s that?” Yonah asked him, mesmerized by the whorl of blue
within the stones.
“Leverage.” Josiah replied, leaving the room with the dagger in hand.
I hurried past him, taking up point again. I was put off by Josiah’s new
and cryptic behavior. I wondered if this was the true him, finally asserting
itself, and if the boy I had grown to appreciate and care for as a
surrogate father of sorts was lost for good. The idea made my hands
tighten around my weapon’s haft until I could feel my bones want to
crack from the force.
The anger inside me had reached a boiling point by the time we ran into
our first set of priests. We sprung upon them and caught them unawares,
smashing and hacking them apart before they could react. There were
only two of them though, and that was a drop in the bucket when one
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considered how many priests there actually were in the complex.
We pushed on then, perhaps being a bit foolhardy in our enthusiasm.
As Jeslyn had said, it was all or nothing, now or never. She seemed to
be right so far in regard to the crowns though. We were already killing
the priests before they seemed to realize we weren’t under their control
anymore.
The next group was more wary, almost waiting for us. There were four
of them, and they had their crowns ready to slap on us and take us into
captivity again. Those crowns, even in the hands of fast and agile men
like the priests, couldn’t do much when I had five feet of steel and wood
keeping them away. It wasn’t like the first time we fought them either,
where a wave of them simply overwhelmed us. This time the fight was
even in numbers and we were ready for them.
I disemboweled the first one who got too close, and left him on the floor,
clumsily trying to hold his entrails in a stomach that was open to the air.
S’bule relieved his opponent of his arms, making it rather hard to place
any sort of crown or anything else on our heads. The remaining two
priests found themselves outnumbered and surrounded, but they held
their ground. I imagine their fate for fleeing would have been as bad as
death, so they stuck it out, even when we began hamstringing them.
It was only a matter of time before we brought them down, and I
appreciated Yonah’s help on the last one, who nearly slipped inside my
guard. That’s the weakness of a polearm or any long weapon – once
your enemy is inside your guard, you’re nearly defenseless, unless you
have a second weapon or some modifications to the haft of your weapon
that allow you to drive back your opponent.
There was an animal ferocity to Yonah’s fighting, something I’d not
seen before. I felt the coyote in her fighting. She had taken on some of
the characteristics of Coyote, but I’m not sure that Mikasi had taken any
of hers.
We met three more groups of priests, all of three at a time.
Combinations of three are, after all, the favorite numbers of demons for
one reason or another. It’s a good number, simple, strong, and flexible,
not unlike a wooden stool, which stands sturdy on three legs, but
wobbles on four.
These last three groups were either more prepared for combat, which
would suggest some sort of wordless communication between the
priests, or we were getting somewhat tired. S’bule took a cut across the
thigh, and Yonah’s left arm hung slack at her side. She fought with the
intensity of a cornered dog though, and managed to kill two more men
out of those nine. Their screams filled the corridors, and their blood ran
freely across the floor. I was breathing heavily, but no worse for the
wear. It’s not easy swinging around a big stick with a sharp hunk of metal
at the end.
I knew and felt that each step took us closer to our goal and our captor.
The Father of Nothing lay in the center of all this mess.
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I suppose it was only right that we encounter him, for what I understood
must be the last time we’d meet, in the open room with the great
chandelier of soul candles where we’d first met. This time the lights were
on and waiting for us, and the many colored lenses of the Father of
Nothing gleamed an unearthly hue of azure.
He turned slowly to meet us, his body covered as it always was by the
straps and lenses, never more than his taloned hands showing, and
even then only the fingers where straps could not be fashioned to fit and
still allow the freedom of motion that the rest of his body had.
There were no priests, and no Jeslyn waiting to aide him. It would be all
of us assisting Josiah in killing the master of the Supreme Dellanille –
perhaps the greatest demon who had ever been born unto this world. His
power was undiluted over the flow of centuries; rather, it was
compounded by the prayers of his loyal citizens and worshippers and the
soul webs he controlled, which contained the soul energy of thousands
of people in them.
I had only hope – hope in an untested boy who was said to be the
indirect son of the dead son of our Creator. What were we beside these
two, other than witnesses to their monumental struggle?
“You’ve managed to awaken the boy?” The Father remarked,
somewhat surprised it seemed, but not impressed in the least.
“I can speak for myself.” Josiah replied.
“Then by all means, do so. You can start by telling me what you hope to
accomplish by this act of futility.”
“We need only to destroy you, and the wrongness you create by
gathering these souls here when they belong in the afterlife. You are an
enemy to the natural order of things.” Josiah answered, seeming older in
his words than he was in body.
“Natural Order?” The Father hissed. “We Dellanille are part of the
natural order too. We prey on souls. That is our nature. Your three kinds
of humanity are more of an abomination than we demons could ever be.
We are born of the natural beasts of this world and our father
Juheinnem, firstborn of Al-Nahazzarum. What are you? You’re the
unintentional offspring of my father’s lesser children and the three Angels
they raped. You’re a mistake, all of your kind.”
“Be that as it may, we have a right to go through life and continue on
our natural path to the afterlife, and that’s a right you’re trampling on.” I
replied, for this was the heart of my calling and my life. If this were not
true, than everything I had ever done was for naught.
“Right? You have nothing but what you earn for yourselves. You’re a
commodity to be spent as your betters see fit. Besides, if your kind were
so predisposed to reaching the afterlife, why does a man such as
yourself exist? A soul-collector, what purpose would one such as you
have in a world where everyone sought the afterlife naturally?”
I ignored his verbal attacks and explained instead. “When children
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become lost of no fault of their own, but rather because there was no one
to guide them as there should have been, you do not chide them. You
find them, and send them on their way, and then you try to be more
careful next time and see that such things never happen again. You
teach those around you how to send spirits on. You see that they aid in
the natural order of things.”
“Well, your ways seem to be working well, yes? There’s no excess of
souls waiting beneath my city because you and your kind failed them is
there?”
I grew quiet, knowing that he was simply trying to provoke us. He
seemed to relish this confrontation, and I could see why. In all his years,
how often had he ever really been challenged? How many days did he
pass, one much like the previous, in utter boredom? This had to be a
change of pace for him, if nothing else.
“What you’re doing here, perhaps unwittingly for your kind are not
terribly smart, is complaining about the pecking order in life. You’re
indignant about being lower on the spiritual food chain than demons.”
The lenses across the Father of Nothing’s body twinkled as he said this,
betraying some sense of humor or self-satisfaction at his own wit.
Josiah glanced at me and I nodded to him, trying to give him a boost of
confidence, for I saw his starting to waver. Regardless of his supposed
nature, he was still a boy in this world. I had years of hardship to
strengthen my resolve, and I lent that to him now in the form of a simple
gesture.
“You talk much, but say little. I think you’re wasting time for help to
come so that you will not have to fight us alone.” S’bule observed,
stepping forward.
“You think so? Is that because I feared you so much that I let you
wander freely through my home? Or perhaps I was so afraid of you that I
didn’t even interfere when Jeslyn worked her betrayal and freed you of
your crowns of submission?”
S’bule faltered then, looking back at us in surprise.
“You didn’t really think I’m ignorant of what occurs in here did you? I
have seen everything. I have seen your small attempts at defiance and
your little victories of will. I know of every time you cried in agony and
every howl of frustration you voiced at the walls. So don’t doubt that I
know of her lack of loyalty. I knew it before she went out into the city to
join her cause against me with Ohanzee, that worthless foreign demon.
Even now I watch my forces corner hers and take back what little they
have tried to seize and hold from me. The damage they do is minor and
easily repaired.”
“If you knew, why did you let her live?” Yonah asked.
There was a gravelly chuckling noise preceding his reply. “To make her
despair. To show her, before she is destroyed for her lack of loyalty, that
she, much like all of you, never had a chance. It’s a much sweeter victory
then.” He chuckled again, though the approximate area of his mouth
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under the straps and lenses never moved, and his chest never rose.
“Would you like to see her defeat before I grind you all into dust with my
own two hands?”
The Father of Nothing bowed his head and raised his arms. The round
room flickered and the lights guttered and then went out. Around us, mist
and lights began to play and form shapes. All of us tightened our grips on
our weapons, expecting a trick, but the lights soon revealed what we
expected was the city beyond the temple complex.
We saw the streets of the city choked with the dead – innocents and
warriors of both sides alike. I had fought the creations of the Blood Cults,
and I knew how deadly they could be. I saw more priests dead and lying
on a pile of their own viscera than I did warriors of the Blood Cults or the
Bone Dancers with their tentacle-like appendages that were as sharp as
any blade.
They battled each other in the streets and alleys, on the rooftops and
through buildings. They were locked in a mortal struggle, and while more
of the priests died than their opponents there were also many more of
them. Blood trickled down the cobbled streets, pooling up in low spots or
clogging the rain and sewage gutters that ran along the streets into the
underground system of waste tunnels.
All this we saw, as if we stood among it, as if we were standing out
there on the streets. I tried to tell my mind it was not true, but I could see,
smell, hear, and feel the things that he showed us.
We watched, dazzled and horrified, as six priests surrounded a Blood
Cult warrior whose flesh was more marked with runes of Juheinnem than
not. His body was battered and bruised by the staves the priests carried.
The priests used very simple weapons, preferring machete-like blades
and wooden staves to beat the enemy into submission while one from
among their group would slip crowns onto their heads. Then they’d use
the ‘captured’ warrior to battle his own kind.
This warrior wasn’t going down easy though. Even when I’d had sixty
souls in me, I’d been pressed pretty hard to destroy a less marked man
that this one. A single, swift swipe of his blade spliced a priest in two
from shoulder to hip, and his uneven halves fell to the ground. His
companions continued to circle the warrior, pounding on him and trying
to get close. It was like prodding an angry bear.
Nearby, a Bone Dancer carelessly flung aside the dead bodies of two
priests impaled on his appendages. His calcified carapace was spattered
with gore and body fluids from the dead, but he gave no sign of
weariness as he stalked his next prey.
The Signed Warrior continued to whittle down the opposing force while
they began to take risks to get the crowns on him. Screams could be
heard from the next street, and when I looked down the alleyways, I saw
more townsfolk being dragged from their homes and slaughtered by the
warriors of the Blood Cults.
“Are you sure you’re winning?” I asked.
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“Yes, of course. Watch.” The Father replied, sounding annoyed that I’d
even asked.
A splash of blue erupted on the scene, a glob of soul energy that
crashed down from above like a giant drop of water. Bodies burst open
and relinquished their souls. Then the blue faded. The Bone Dancer and
the Blood Cult warriors were dead and gone, but the priests remained
standing. They moved on to their next fight.
“See? This battle is of little import. How many of my priests die quelling
this minor rebellion is of no consequence. I have an almost endless herd
of people to draw from if I need more. In fact, I could make every one of
my followers in the temple right now rush down there and fight to their
deaths. All I need do is ask for it.”
The way he referred to his worshippers as a herd left a bad taste in my
mouth. The way he bragged nonchalantly about the devotion of his
people, even unto death, made me want to vomit.
“And best of all,” he continued, “each of their deaths adds to my soul
stream. They’re helping me more than harming me.”
“Enough!” Josiah cried aloud, running at the Father of Nothing, his
dagger rose to plunge into the demon.
I think for a moment we were all surprised. No one moved except
Josiah.
Just before Josiah reached him, the Father reacted. He lowered his
arms, which were still raised from when he’d conjured the images of the
battle scene. The fog and lights faded, and we realized we were
surrounded by dozens of priests. They had come in unnoticed while we
watched the battle rage around us.
We immediately began fighting. There were priests everywhere, but
they carried no crowns this time, only weapons. We would not be
captured again, only killed. This was it. This was our last chance. Amidst
everything, we could hear the Father’s condescending laugh. He never
expected to lose, and he had never been afraid. As far as he was
concerned, we had played right into his hands, and it was terribly
entertaining to him.
As is often so with fighting, it becomes a blur in your mind. You don’t
remember the small details because you’re so absorbed in killing or
trying not to be killed – as is more often the case – that you often forget
exactly what happened. You only know when you’re alive and when
you’re about to die. At that moment, we were in a kind of gray area
between those two extremes.
I saw Josiah struggling to get by a few priests, but I was in no position
to help him. Even so, I fought with great risks, exposing myself to attack
sometimes in order to gain a better strike on a priest. Beside and around
me, my companions fought with the same reckless abandon I did. I hear
their fierce snarls, their powerful grunts as they hacked and swung at the
priests. I heard their cries of pain when they were wounded and their
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cheers of triumph as each robed man fell to the ground and lay dead at
their feet.
We fought not out of desperation, not out of despair, fear, and loss, but
out of acceptance. We all knew we would die, but we fought to make
those who would kill us pay a horrible toll for our lives. Our lives were
precious to us, every moment of them, and we were not about to give
them up lightly. While there was still a breath in any of us, we would use
that to kill these acolytes of death and human misery.
And for a while, that was enough. Our strength of will and purpose
drove back and slaughtered dozens of priests. We were as one, a
machine of blades, flesh, and bone that sought nothing more than to
destroy this evil. But when bodies began to pile up for us to trip on, and
when flesh and bone proved weaker and more easily tired than spirit, our
accumulated wounds and accrued pains began to pull us down toward
our early graves.
All I could think of was to give Josiah one last chance. I had not seen
him for some time now amidst the clamor of our battle, but I hoped he
still lived and still fought. I felt him still, tied to my spirit from our time
together and the hardships we’d faced as a team.
“Take down the Father, and all else is forfeit!” I cried, swinging my
guisarme around at an arms’ length, slicing apart two more priests as I
struck my way toward the center of the chamber.
With Yonah at my left and S’bule at my right, both ducking under the
swings of my polearm, we cut a swathe through the human barrier that
sought to separate us from Josiah. My companions kept the priests away
from me, though they took grievous wounds to do so, holding back the
flood that struggled to stop us.
I caught sight of Josiah then, his knife a wicked blue trail as it carved
figure eight’s and other intricate patterns of defense in the air. Anyone it
touched seemed to deflate and die on the spot. Their souls would burst
from their chests to join with the knife, and their lifeless carcasses would
shrivel on the ground.
We arrived just in time to see Josiah bury the knife in the Father of
Nothing’s chest, only nothing happened to him. He simply grabbed
Josiah’s wrist and twisted it until it snapped. Josiah’s eyes widened and
he tried to stumble back, but the Father hauled him up by his broken
wrist, the bones twisting and mangling the meat of his arm as he hung
with his full weight on the wrist.
A single punch to Josiah’s sternum at the exact moment the hand
holding him up by the wrist let go of him sent Josiah flying twenty feet
through the air. He crashed into a surprised priest, knocking them both to
the ground. We changed directions to get to him, but before I could reach
him, the priests had fallen on him with their machetes and blades. I
heard his screams, and I think something in me died.
I snapped, finding a second wind that my body shouldn’t have had.
Screaming aloud, I spun my guisarme around with such force that I
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parted heads and limbs from bodies in a complete circle around me.
Even the contact the bladed and hooked end of my weapon had with the
bodies wasn’t enough to slow it down enough to stop it.
Then, without warning, the hardened and polished wood that made up
the length of my weapon splintered and broke in half. The axe-like head
spun off into the crowd, taking a priest in the neck. I buried the useless
spike of wood I still held in my hands into the chest of another man,
laughing like it was the funniest thing I’d ever seen.
“Go!” I bid Yonah and S’bule. “It’s lost. Get away.”
Each in turn shook their heads, refusing to give up. I drew my axe then,
wickedly eyeing the priests who began to surround me. As one, we threw
ourselves back at our enemies. S’bule and Yonah darted out into the
crowd of priests that waited beyond my deadly circle. I lost sight of them
as they carved into the priests beyond me. As the moments passed, I felt
my spirit ties to them dwindle, flicker, and then fade.
My arms and shoulders ached from my effort thus far, but I wasn’t
done. I bled from a dozen wounds, but I had more blood to give. My
lungs heaved in ragged gasps, but I didn’t care. My eyes were out of
focus and stinging with sweat and spattered gore that had splashed in
my face; I didn’t need to see my enemies.
With a cry that echoed in the room despite the action, I charged toward
the Father of Nothing. The priests before me tried to get out of my way,
but there were too many of them and too many bodies on the floor to trip
over. My axe bit through arms raised to protect the priest’s face and
continued down to split open his skull.
I tugged the axe free and laughed again, throwing my shoulder toward
my goal while I tugged my axe out of the dead man and hacked at
another. I felt the sting of a blade in my back and another in my thigh, but
I pressed on anyway. I would show them the strength of the
Messannites, the firstborn of humanity.
I was slick with blood, viscera, offal, and everything else that a human
body might contain. If it was in a person, I had some part or portion of it
on me. The crowd parted while I gasped for air, leaning down in
something near a bow. The head of my axe rested on the bloodslickened floor. The Father of Nothing stood before me and his priests
gave him a wide berth.
“I made it.” I rasped.
“You are the last. Your friends lie dead around you, their lives spent.”
“Not in vain.” I replied, drawing myself to my full height and resting the
axe head on my right shoulder.
“Then come, human, and show me your strength.” The Father invited
me, holding his arms out as if to embrace a lover.
I knew he had expected to win from the very start. He never thought I
had a chance, and I didn’t care. I had come this far, and I’d finish my task
or die trying. My axe dipped down so its head was scraping the ground
as I charged him.
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In a flash, I brought it up at his groin, crashing it into his great form. He
was knocked back a step, and I brought the axe back down from on high,
where my follow-through had left it. I slammed the full weight of my axe
down at him.
He staggered back for a moment, but then he simply leaned forward
and slapped the axe out of my hands. I stared at him in surprise, too
weak to fight back now. I hadn’t even scratched him. Not a single strap
or lens on his body had been damaged.
His hands grasped my front and he lifted me bodily over his head.
Being as tall as he was, with his arms extended fully, I would have been
nearly twelve feet off the ground, or at least that’s my best guess. He did
this with the effort one might use to lift a babe out of a cradle, and then
he threw me.
The priests twisted and spun under me as I sailed through the air. I
crashed to the hard ground, my fall not broken nearly enough by the
bodies I landed on. I lay there, wounded and damaged, dying. My
lifeblood ran from my body, riven and cut.
I would go to join S’bule, Josiah, and Yonah now, unless our souls were
caught and used to feed this demon.
A light engulfed the room. I thought it was the light of the afterlife that so
many claim to see at the moment of their death. I smiled and reached my
weary limbs up to embrace it.
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Finale
“Stand.” A voice beckoned me.
“What?” I whispered back.
“Your task is unfinished. Get up. Josiah needs you.”
“He’s dead. They’re all dead.”
“Only Al-Nahazzarum decides when that time is to come. Never forget
that.”
I saw a shape before me, bright and powerful. I could not make out the
face. “Who are you?”
“Messanna.” She said, naming the mother of my people.
“Mother?”
“Yes. Your mother commands you to stand. Help the boy who you took
as a son.”
“How? I am dead, or dying.”
“My brother Colosi will help with that. Hold out your right hand, and all
will be well.”
I did as she asked. I wanted to ask her so many things, tell her much,
and learn much from her. I never got the chance. She was simply gone
from me, or I was removed from her presence. In those few moments, I
felt more alive than I had ever felt in my whole life. I was part of
something bigger and grander in scope than I could have ever imagined.
I had met the mother of my kind, and she had been filled with hope for
us.
My eyes opened, and I saw a streak of blue coming to me, parting the
crowd of priests who were bending over to finish me off. How long had it
been since I’d fallen? Had I just fallen? Had I imagined all of this?
The blue streak reached me, borne between the jaws of a grey and red
coyote. My spear had a thrum that jump-started my failing heart before
my hand even closed upon it. When my hand did finally touch the
smooth wood and the brass handles of that Kessallite-made demonhunting spear, I sprang up, tugged to my feet by purpose like I was a
marionette for fate.
My body was afire with the power of thousands of souls. I was, for a
brief moment, a city full of spirits in one body. I noticed the fire in Mikasi
then, noticed how he glowed with a bluish-silver hue of spirit energy.
My wounds closed, and my organs produced more blood and tissue to
heal. My clothes burned from me beneath the righteous fire of a
thousand or more spirits wanting freedom. We were one in purpose, so
they did not harm me. They did what I needed, and I did what they
needed – the symbiosis was complete and natural.
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I cocked my arm back, and with what seemed a simple twitch of
muscles, propelled the spear through the crowd toward the Father of
Nothing. As it flew, the spear burst into a cloud of energy. I was
reminded of nothing so much as a comet in the night sky in that half
second of flight it took for the spear to burn though the air and strike the
Father of Nothing.
As spear met lens and strap-covered body, there was an explosion of
energy that knocked me down. I felt the souls release from the spear as
it was destroyed. The spear, formerly alive on some levels, did not fear
its own demise. It was accomplishing what it had been created to do, but
on a grander scale.
The burst of fire from the explosion engulfed the room, burning the
priests into nothingness while restoring my companions. They were
bathed in the light and energy of an Angel-blessed spear full of souls.
Their torn and broken bodies were rebuilt and made anew.
I sat up a moment later and looked around at the scene before me. The
sky was open to us now, the tower above us gone forever. We sat on a
high man-made mesa, looking down at the ruin of the city below, where a
battle now raged in a feverish pitch. The Father of Nothing was no longer
lending his strength and power to his priests, who were fighting in an
uncoordinated and losing battle against the Blood Cult’s creations,
diminished in numbers though they were.
Where the Father of Nothing had stood, there was nothing left but a pile
of colored powders that had used to be the lenses on the outside of his
form. To my right were Yonah and more distantly Josiah. S’bule was to
my right, and Mikasi at my feet. The five of us stood nearly alone on that
wind-swept ruin of the temple’s tower.
There was one more person standing there. Off near the ledge, in what
seemed like it would have been a hidden chamber before the blast had
destroyed all the walls on this floor and everything above us, was the
scrawny form of a little boy.
We moved in toward the boy as a group, a semi-circular arc that
surrounded him.
The boy was misshapen, with a bulbous head that had one eye larger
than the other and a pair of mismatched pointy ears poking out to either
side of it. His left shoulder was slumped down and the arm was clenched
in against his chest, looking like it had never moved before. His ribs
stuck out, and his hips were oversized. Strangest of all was the twisted
little tail that hung down to the back of his knees.
“The Father of Nothing? Now I know why.” Yonah said spitefully.
“What do you know?” The twisted boy snarled, showing a mash of teeth
and gums that were less than pleasant to look upon.
“It’s all smoke and mirrors. He’s the Father of Illusion.” Josiah said
quietly, ashamed that he had not realized it before.
“So the other body was a puppet.” I said, things starting to make sense.
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“Not a puppet, you fool.”
“Oh?”
“It was an alternate body. Whenever someone tried to harm that body,
I’d leave it and reside inhere, or in the mind of one of my priests, which
are mostly dead now. I’ll simply have to make more.”
“You don’t realize you’ve lost?”
“Lost? I’m still alive, and your power is spent. None of you can harm
me.” The grotesque little boy cackled and twitched.
S’bule stepped forward to hack the boy to pieces, but Josiah held out
an arm.
“No, let me.” Josiah said. He stepped forward.
The Father of Nothing suddenly looked afraid. “No! Stay back. I
command you.”
I reached up to touch the top of my head. “Your crowns are gone,
burned off with the holy fire of Angels and the dead you misused.”
Fear ran rampant in the Father of Nothing’s eyes then, and though he
tried, his body was too feeble to resist Josiah’s hands when they clasped
around his neck and wrung the life out of him. The creature’s legs
stopped twitching after only a few moments, and its already large eyes
bulged nearly out of its skull.
It struck me as odd that it was such a simple thing to kill one who had
ruled half a continent. Yet I saw the moment he died, and the moment
his spirit left his body. Josiah trapped the spirit, gathering bits of it into
himself so that it might not reconstitute anywhere else. The body began
to crumble immediately, dissolving into dust. I would not have dared to
try to gather the spirit into myself, being only human, where Josiah was
the son of Seponim.
“Is it over?” Yonah asked.
“Mostly. We still have to destroy this soul.” Josiah replied.
“How?” She asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“We do.” A voice announced from behind us. Her tone was musical,
ringing and pleasant in our ears.
We turned then, looking away as the last bits of the Father of Nothing’s
body were blown away with the wind.
Three women stood before us.
One was light haired, sharp-featured, and breathtakingly gorgeous. Her
figure was curvy and full, like the women of my people, and her eyes
were the color of the Nord Sea with the full sun upon it. She was
Messanna, the mother of my people. There was a strength, grace, and
toughness to her that made my heart sing.
The second was dark, dark as midnight, with bright eyes and hair the
blue-black color of a raven’s wing. Her fingernails and teeth stood out
against her ebony skin. She had a strong build with strong knots of
muscle in her arms and calves. Her body was heavy of breast and hip.
Her dark eyes held a look of pride, determination, and perhaps
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arrogance. Kessalla regarded S’bule with an appraising look that he
stood tall under.
The last of the three was the smallest of the three, a lithe woman,
shorter and significantly less built. She had a look of timidity, gentleness,
and humor to her. Her mouth curved up in a slight smile beneath her pert
nose. Her features were delicate and feminine, though waiflike in some
respects. Wonne was the mother of the varied peoples of this continent,
even the red-skinned folk of the Southlands here.
“What would you have us do?” I asked, dropping to one knee and
bowing my head slightly.
“You owe us no fealty. Rather, it is us who owe you a debt of gratitude.”
Messanna said, and the other two nodded in agreement.
“We will take the Father of Nothing’s soul from you. We would not
burden you with that, and we will make sure he will never return.”
Kessalla explained.
I stood then, and I felt as well as saw that there was a great burden
lifted from Josiah as she said these words. Briefly, I thought I saw a
specter of the Father’s twisted form writhe in agony as the Angels
collected it. The three of them shared a reassuring glance among
themselves and then turned back to us.
“We owe you more than we can give you I fear, but if you have anything
you might need, ask, for it might be within our ability to grant.” Wonne
said, a lilting and whimsical note on her syllables.
“Destroy the soul web. Free the souls.” I implored them.
Messanna nodded. “We will, but not until you’ve evacuated here. Once
you have, we will drain the soul webs, collapse the temples in the distant
cities that sit on the collection points, and level this temple. It will be
something that everyone on this world will feel, and probably see, for the
pillar of light from these thousands of souls will be great.”
“What of the people of this city and the Blood Cult warriors?” I asked.
“Those who stay will die with the destruction of the temple.” Kessalla
said simply, fiercely.
“Ohanzee. I want him dead.” S’bule said, clenching his fists tight around
the halves of his sword.
“That is beyond us. We are not allowed to interfere with the demons
directly. It is part of the pact between Juheinnem and us.”
“A pact? With him?” I said in surprise.
“Yes. He is more powerful than you can imagine, and he grew more so
with the worship of these folk. We had to make concessions with him to
keep him imprisoned. That was one of them, though his plan has been
thwarted for now. How many would risk worshipping him after we level
the city that was the center of their religion and destroy all their
temples?”
“Not many.” Josiah said.
They looked at him, all three inclining their heads to him in a show of
respect. Josiah blushed and averted his eyes. I grinned.
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“I would have Mikasi returned to his people.”
Wonne shook her head. “That too, we cannot do, for he chose to be
with you instead of returning to his kind. Colosi gave him that choice
already.”
Yonah looked at the coyote, confounded. “Why though?” She keened to
him in the coyote’s own language.
The coyote barked something in return, and with all the wind and all the
excitement, I could not understand it, not even in a quiet whisper like I
often could.
“Take me away from here then, home.” I asked them. “I have a desire
to seem the icebergs floating in the sea, the pine-forested hills and
mountains of my home, and a few familiar faces.”
“What of us?” Yonah demanded, ceasing her conversation with Mikasi.
“Go your own way I suppose. Our journey is at an end, but I have tasks
still. There are old debts to repay, more souls to free, and more demons
to slay.”
“And we will help you with them.” S’bule insisted.
“You needn’t though. You’re free now. S’bule, you can go kill Ohanzee
and even Jeslyn if she still lives. Yonah, you can go with Mikasi and do
as you would. Even you, Josiah, you have the freedom and power to do
what you want now.”
“Ohanzee will come in time.” S’bule replied. “Besides, I’d rather have
experienced demon slayers like yourselves help me when the time
comes.”
“I will not part with you. I have grown fond of all of you.” Yonah
announced, reluctantly adding, “Even S’bule, for all his poor manners
and brutish ways.”
“I will help too.” Josiah said, grinning boyishly.
I shook my head. “Fools. Every one of you.”
“Let us leave then. There is much for us to do here still.” Kessalla said.
And so we left, borne away by the Angels that mothered our people.
Even Colosi, who to my surprise appeared somewhat coyote-like, helped
carry us. We left the lands of the Quirsani, and I couldn’t say I’d miss
them or even return.
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Epilogue
The lands of my people are simple. We live in small villages that support
themselves with simple trades: weaving, fishing, lumber, pottery, and
whatever else people might need. Our homes are not grand
constructions of stone that tower into the sky, or the carefully gardened
lands of the lands East of the Ansilde Mountains, where the nobles of
those fiefs squabble greedily amongst themselves.
No, we are not a people accustomed to finery, except in terms of
company. We enjoy laughing, singing, dancing, and the quiet hours after
a good meal. Even I, as dreary and reserved as I know I often am, found
myself relaxing among my people. It was cathartic to work with my hands
until my body was sore and my mind blank of worries and fears.
I slept well again, sometimes amidst my companions in my own small
home, or sometimes under the stars. Whatever it was, I was loath to be
without at least one of them from time to time. We had been through so
much together that it was like losing a limb to not have someone with the
same shared experiences nearby to talk to about what we’d all seen and
done.
S’bule sharpens his weapons every night and tells the children of my
village stories of Asora. And while he complains of the cool weather and
the mosquitoes, I can sense in him a quiet calm that he feels in these
simple lands. Still, there is a part of him that yearns for Asora’s own
flavor of simple existence that is denied him while he lives among people
other than his own kind.
Josiah has forgotten much of what happened. I think his regular
personality, that of the boy and not the reborn son of the Creator, has
reemerged as the dominant one. The Angels might be somewhat to
blame in this. I suspect that some time in the future, perhaps around
early adulthood, a great need will force him to bring out the other part of
him. I won’t begrudge him a few more years of childhood though. I wish I
could have had the same.
Yonah came to me one night, attacking me with a fierce passion that I
blame on her animal side. She claimed that she needed to offer me a
slice of life I’d deprived myself of for too long, and that it would help
repay the debt she still felt to me for saving her life. She spent many
days out among the forests with Mikasi, and every time I saw the pair of
them, I felt that she was more coyote and he was more human. I could
only wonder what would happen in time and what might amount of their
bond.
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As for Uxnali and the lands of the Quirsani, I felt a tremor that shook the
world three nights after we had escaped out of the Southlands. The
Angels had left us a day out from my village to avoid having too many
people see them, and then they had returned to finish what they had
started.
A beam of blue light pierced the atmosphere, and the skies clouded
over for days. It was as if they’d burned a hole in the world, like a giant
volcano that spewed ash into the sky. Thousands of souls had been
liberated, and much had been destroyed in doing so. I knew, instinctively
somehow – perhaps I’d had the images put in my head by the Angels –
that Uxnali was now a melted glob of glass. Stone, clay, and sand had
become molten, and everything was gone for nine miles out from the
center of the city where the temple complex had stood. I also knew that
the priests had been deposed, killed, or run out of the other major cities
of the Quirsani. The Angels’ signs of disapproval had been enough, and
the religion was broken.
How many thousands had died? An entire religion had been destroyed
in three days. They would talk of this for generations.
I must say, I didn’t feel guilty at all for hoping Jeslyn and Ohanzee had
been caught in the blast, perhaps even while celebrating their supposed
triumph. It was a pleasant image, imagining that they’d been cleansed
from this world too, but I knew better than to accept it as the truth. They
were still out there and causing trouble, though they’d have to start from
scratch.
We’d sent missives to the leaders in the Northlands, detailing what the
Blood Cults were and how best to deal with them. There’d been a
massive manhunt and hundreds of supporters had died. Temples and
sacrificial grounds had been burned to the ground, and many priests had
been slaughtered. Anything beyond that would have to wait for more
experienced hands to set aright.
I know that someday we will have to go hunting demons and freeing
souls again, but for now there is only peace and quiet. While some things
I have done have been foolish or even stupid, I am not such a fool that I
cannot appreciate these commodities while they are in plenty, or even
when they’re a rarity.
Souls are still my trade and business, but now I have partners in the
bookkeeping of the Afterlives.
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∞ Places & Things ∞
Ansilde Mountains – a narrow band of jagged mountains that start at
the Morensit Range and terminates by the northern sea. The
band of mountains splits the Northlands, though the majority of
the Northlands lie east of them. They are surrounded by wide
swathes of grass-covered hills that are favored by herdsmen.
Arm of the Creator – A peninsula or cape with a row of golden
mountains that protect much of the Southlands from the storms
of the Indigo Ocean.
Asora – The continent to the west where the children of Kessalla live.
They are dark-skinned and live in tribes. They build no cities.
Bakhalya – A Southlander city, and Also one of the spokes of the
Soul Stream Web.
Blood Cults – A sadistic cult of priests who use the menstrual blood
of women to imbue the living with unearthly abilities and physical
attributes. Usually it is the menstrual blood used in collaboration
with the lifeblood taken from an open jugular or aorta that they
use in their rituals.
Bone Dancer – A creation of the blood cults sent to retrieve Josiah
for unknown reasons. A powerful being with tentacle-like spines
that grow out of its bony carapace.
Cackle Dogs – A hyena-like pack animal native to the land of Asora.
Calimshed – a walled city in a clearing carved out of a great forest.
Cidral – a small village along the Zehnsurten River.
Coperia – A Southlander city, and also one of the spokes of the Soul
Stream Web.
Coyotes of Bakhalya – these are exceedingly intelligent canines.
They’re small, reddish-brown, and very quick. It’s believed to be
good luck to see one. Some even think they’re one of the
species of animals that was present at the birth of humanity,
specifically to help train Wonne’s children.
Dellanille – A more proper name for Demons. Dellanille are also the
stronger of the demons, or the upper echelon of a very varied
group with many castes and types.
Demons – The offspring of Juheinnem and the beasts of the world.
They are believed to be extinct, though some say they live in the
depths of the earth amidst the fire and heat.
Demon Hunters – A pair of specially trained Kessallite warriors who
work to destroy demons. One always has to hold or capture the
demon while the other destroys it. Usually at least one of the pair
is using some body part from a Dellanille in their hunting.
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Eastern Isles – A wide arc of islands east of Nahaz. A branch of
people descended from the Messannites inhabits them.
Graverobber Worms – dark worms that function as the earth’s way of
dealing with bodies whose souls refuse to leave even after
death. Souls prevent complete decomposition of these bodies
without the aid of the Graverobber worms.
Great Knife – another name for the Morensit range.
Great Schism – the canyon within the Morensit Range that separates
the northern and southern ranges.
Greater Tier Demons – The strongest demons, usually leaders and
lords among the Dellanille. Their powers are far beyond those of
their subordinates.
Grünwolde – One of the safe-havens built by Gale’s people as a
resting place for him and his kind. Each has been cleansed of
souls and generally the earth and skies cannot reach him to do
their bidding when he is at one of these havens.
Halls of Creation – The home of Al-Nahazzarum and his offspring.
It’s not on this world, but no one really knows where it is.
Hundred Angels – The beings created from the ashes of the Five
Brothers and the spirit of their father, Al-Nahazzarum.
Indigo Ocean – The southern ocean, named for the deep bluishpurple color of its deep and cold waters. It is a rough and stormy
ocean.
Kessallites – the dark-skinned offspring of Kessalla, who was one of
the Hundred Angels that Juheinnem raped. Believed to have
lived underground until they fled the demon that raised and
enslaved them.
Lesser Tier Demons – the weaker level of demons, above only the
mindless offspring that Lesser Tier Demons had when they bred
with a lesser animal or being.
Messannites – The name for the children of Messanna – Gage’s
people. They are blonde-haired and tall. They have a close tie
with death, and one of their children in every generation is
chosen by Messanna to free souls and send them to the afterlife.
Morensit Range – A tall range of mountains south of Turngrove.
They separate the Southlands from the northlands. It forms the
great continental divide.
Murdu – These are emu-like birds that used to wander the
Southlands in great flocks. Most of them are dead now, having
been hunted down, mostly for their blue and red feathers.
Nahaz – The continent that contains the Southlands and the
Northlands.
Naquiranjo – A sprawling Southlander city in the middle of the plains
a few days south of the Morensit Range.
Nord Sea – A large, cold, northern sea on which Grünwolde is
situated.
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Northlands – All lands north of the Morensit Range. The region east
of the Ansilde Mountains holds most of the people and the cities,
but it is larger than the western section, which is mostly
wilderness. Turngrove, Calimshed, Cidral, and most of the lands
mentioned in Gage’s travel happen in the western part of the
Northlands.
Perneth – A mining/prospecting town just north of the Morensit
Range, and south of Turngrove.
Quiranguata – A Southlander city, and also one of the spokes of the
Soul Stream Web.
Quirsani – short for Quirsanze Machkias.
Quirsanze Machkias – The red children of Machkias. This is the
name by which the Southlanders know themselves.
Reinstwolde – Another Wolde, a few weeks south of Grünwolde.
Gage recuperated here after battling Arana and nearly
succumbing to her spiders’ poisons. A small family of Gage’s
people lives on that one, maintaining it should he or one of his
kind need it.
Sickle-Sword – A hammered bronze sword that hooks sharply at the
end, resembling a sickle. Many of them split in half down the
center to become a mirrored pair of deadly weapons in the hand
of one who knows how to used them.
Signed Warriors – the Blood Cult’s warriors marked with runes of
Juheinnem and empowered by souls of the dead. They are
formidable and strong warriors.
Soul Streams – A series of tunnels running for hundreds of miles
under the Southlands. Five spokes reach out from Naquiranjo,
Coperia, Quiranguata, Bakhalya, and Tzendal to Uxnali, which
lies at the center of the web. Also known as the Soul Stream
Web.
Southlands – All lands south of the Morensit Range.
Southlanders – Men and Women of the Southlands, red-skinned and
dark-haired.
Spirit-Cleansed – This is a term that denotes an area that has been
ritualistically purified and cleaned by Messannites so that no
spirits can intrude upon it unless the need is very great.
Spirit Ties – An awareness of another being that some humans or
creatures can feel when they live or work in close proximity with
one another for an extended period of time. This awareness is
often not felt until that person or creature is suddenly cut off from
one’s awareness, usually by means of severe unconsciousness,
coma, or death.
Supreme Dellanille – The highest tier of demon society. There are
admittedly very few of them, the Father of Nothing being the
chief of this upper echelon.
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Trapped-Earth Souls – Souls whose bodies were consumed by
Graverobber worms yet refused to go to the afterlife in the sky.
Trapped-Water Souls – Souls who have died in water, and yet their
desires were not worn down by the lure of the water’s repetitious
waves.
Turngrove – the largest settlement of the growers and orchard-hands
of the lower Zehnsurten. It is reputably a beautiful area that
smells of citrus blossoms and fruit. That area is crisscrossed with
many streams.
Tzendal – A Southlander city, and also one of the spokes of the Soul
Stream Web.
Uxnali – The unofficial capital city of the Southlands, treated as such
because of its cultural, religious, and economic significance to
the Quirsani. Also the first city built by the Father of Nothing, and
the center of his soul stream web.
Wolde – one of the safe-haven’s the Messannites built and maintain
for the one like Gage, who has to free souls from this life. They
are spirit-cleansed so that only the strongest and most urgent
needs will bother Gage or his kind when they rest there.
Wolde-Keeper – One who maintains a Wolde for the coming of the
soul carriers of the Messannites.
Zehnsurten River – A normally tame river a week or more west of the
Ansilde Mountains.
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∞ Characters ∞
Arana – a demon or Dellanille. She has spider hives on her back.
The spiders are able to devour and trap souls, and she is their
‘queen.’ Allegedly a moderately strong demon.
Dorjan – Gage’s predecessor, a light haired man with a beard that
was braided and filled with beads. He killed himself as a release
from a life he didn’t want anymore when he felt Gage was ready
to continue his work.
Elin – Gage’s older cousin whose body he stumbled upon as a child.
She was the first soul he ever carried and avenged.
Father of Nothing – supposedly the firstborn of Juheinnem, although
definitely one of the first generation. The most powerful Demon,
much beyond even greater tier demons.
Gage – a man that many would view as cursed. He finds souls that
cannot reach the afterlife and fulfills their wishes so they can
rest. He is a reasonably tall man with blonde hair and steely blue
eyes.
Hewitt – A half-Messannite jack-of-all-trades. His glib tongue and
good looks get him into all kinds of trouble. He’s quick of wit and
sees to the heart of matters. He’s light brown haired with olive
eyes and a great smile.
Jeslyn – a demon with the ability to shift from body to body and make
it her own. As such, her appearance varies greatly, depending
entirely on the host.
Josiah – a young boy whose tongue was cut out on the day of his
parent’s murder. Gage rescued him, nursed him back to health,
and killed the men who murdered his family. He is about ten
years old with dark hair and brown eyes.
Knobby – a man with a twisted lump of a nose who was inexplicably
and inhumanly strong and fast. Also the leader of a band of
criminals who killed Josiah’s parents. Killed by Gage less than
two weeks later.
Kurtz – The leader of a mining team from Perneth. A large, bearded
man with years of experience.
Mikasi – the grey coyote with a cross of reddish-crimson hair on its
back and sides. Leader of the pack and also able to
communicate with Yonah.
Mistress of Spiders – another name for Arana.
Ohanzee – The demon S’bule followed over the ocean from Asora.
R’nal – S’bule’s dead companion, the second in the pair of demon
hunters.
277

AFTERLIVES
S’bule – A Kessallite, and one of a pair of demon hunters. He has an
eye of a Dellanille which helps him paralyze another demon so
that his companion can kill it. He is a dark-skinned and
powerfully built man.
Siyamak – The Wolde-Keeper in Grünwolde. An old man who helped
train Gage.
Tamir – Hewitt’s business partner in Naquiranjo.
Thrum Cap – A Greater Tier Demon with the ability to swim through
rock without displacing any of the rock mass during his passage.
His children, weak Vitiated Demons possessed all of his powers,
although in a lesser extent. Thrum Cap is believe to have been
destroyed fighting Gage in the Morensit Range.
Yonah – A woman Gage rescued from the blood cults. Blonde-haired
and strong-willed. An attractive woman in her early to mid 20’s.
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∞ Deities ∞
Al-Nahazzarum – The creator of the sentient beings. He was born of
the earth, and his birth also spread plant and animal life across
the world. He birthed his sons, who all died at the hands of his
firstborn. He sleeps now, having given up his spirit into the
Hundred Angels who he sent to capture Juheinnem.
Colosi – One of the Hundred Angels. He was kind and watchful of
the Coyotes of Bakhalya.
Juheinnem – firstborn of the creator Al-Nahazzarum. He killed his
brother Seponim and was thrown down to live on the world
instead of in the Halls of Creation. He bred with the animals to
make the demons (also known as the Dellanille), and killed his
other five brothers when they were sent to retrieve him.
Eventually he was captured by the Hundred Angels and
imprisoned for eternity in the Halls of Creation, but not before
fathering what would become the three races of people on the
world.
Kessalla – One of the Hundred Angels. The mother of the
Kessallites, who were born as a result of Juheinnem’s rape of
her.
Machkias – The Sun-Maker. This is what the Southlanders call AlNahazzarum, partially because they believe that the Halls of
Creation are in the sun. The Southlanders have a corrupted
religion about Al-Nahazzarum that is actually devoted to
Juheinnem, the firstborn son of the Creator.
Messanna – One of the Hundred Angels. Also the mother of Gage’s
people, who are called the Blessed or the Messannites. She
gave birth to them after Juheinnem raped her.
Seponim – The only other son of Al-Nahazzarum whose name is
known. Juheinnem killed him in a fit of rage. His other five
brothers were similarly killed, but it was the demon children of
Juheinnem who killed them.
Wonne – Another of the Hundred Angels. The mother of the majority
of all people on the world. She was raped by Juheinnem and
abandoned the child that was born as a result of the rape to be
raised by animals.
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∞ Powers ∞
Gage

∞

Earth’s Embrace – A restorative process in which Gage is
enveloped by the ground and held immobile while the earth
heals and strengthens him. He can only do this where the
power of the earth is strong [Afterlives - The Heights].

∞

Elemental Affinity (Earth and Wind) – When the winds and the
earth aid him, making it easier for him to travel while
hindering his enemies, or when he’s allowed to manipulate
and control the element, bending it to his will for a brief
moment [Afterlives – Josiah].

∞

Memory Walking – a skill Gage can use to search his
memories and relive them in part. This ability is influenced
strongly by his moods and subconscious desires, so he
rarely uses it. [Afterlives – The Father].

∞

Soul Receptacle – When Gage takes a soul into himself, using
its strength and will to supplement his own. His healing,
strength, speed, and durability are all increased in proportion
with the number of souls he carries and the strength of each
soul respectively. He’s had as many as 60 souls in him at
once before, and he tends to lose free will to them if there
are that many at once [Afterlives – Josiah]. It should also be
noted that Gage can store soul energy in the bronze demon
hunter’s spear he has once [Afterlives – Southlands].

∞

Wind Walker – A way that Gage looses his spirit from his body
and searches or travels on the winds [Afterlives – Josiah].
Josiah

∞

Awakening – This is when Josiah reaches inside himself and
reconnects with his greater nature. That is to say he touches
the powers given him as the son of Seponim. These powers
are still uncharted. [Afterlives – The Father].

∞

Elemental Affinity (Water) – When the water, be it ice, snow, or
rain bends to Josiah’s will. His affinity normally requires him
to feel a great need, or he cannot control it. [Afterlives –
House of Spiders].

∞

Soul Receptacle – When Josiah takes a soul into himself,
using its strength and will to supplement his own. His
healing, strength, speed, and durability are all increased in
proportion with the number of souls he carries and the
strength of each soul respectively. He’s carried Gage’s spirit
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in his body once, and also the souls of his parents [Afterlives
– Josiah].

∞

Water Walker – A way that Josiah looses his spirit from his
body and searches or travels on the currents in the water.
His talent here seems unschooled or weak, and he is in
danger of becoming lost in the currents and not finding his
way back to his body. [Afterlives – Seasons].
S’bule

∞

Demon Trap – This is the way in which S’bule uses the demon
eye he stole and put into his head in the place of his own
eye to hold a demon still while someone else strike them
down, destroying them. This is done to prevent their spirit
from leaving their body when it is too injured to sustain it
anymore [Afterlives – Seasons].

∞

Time Sense – S’bule is always aware of what time of day it is
and how much time has passed, no matter where he is or
how long he’s been asleep or unconscious. [Afterlives – The
Father].
Yonah

∞

Commune with Coyotes – a song by which Yonah can share
information and converse with the intelligent Coyotes of
Bakhalya. While the others can hear some of the song, they
cannot make the song or hear it as clearly as she [Afterlives
– Coyotes].
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∞ The Author ∞

Velerion_Damarke
Afterlives:
Afterlives was originally intended to just be one or two short stories I
wrote, and then I would turn it over to other writers I knew in the online
community. Things never really worked that way though. Despite the
interest a few expressed, the interest never materialized into stories. This
being so, I wrote a collection of short stories myself, and I think it’s some
of my best work to date. I hope you enjoy.
Website:
If you want to see some of my other work, visit my website at:
http://veleriondamarke.wordpress.com/
Personal:
I currently live in SW Florida, where I do some online writing and work
for havefunteaching.com and corecommonstandards.com. I’m also an
active creator of educational materials on teacherspayteachers and
teachersnotebook. A lot of my writing efforts go into those sites these
days, but I’m still working on some science fiction and fantasy!
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All material within is the Copyrighted material (2003-2004) of the
writer. Any similarities to other works or events, real or fictional, are
coincidental. No souls were hurt in the making of this collection.
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