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The Origins of
Fear:

 


I was sixteen, but I realize now that
I was just a child.

The scent of sugary treats and
wildflowers mixed in the summer wind. I inhaled, my mouth watering.
Tent fabric rustled and snapped, almost drowning out the sounds of
bards roaming up and down the aisles of booths. Carnival barkers
called out to passers-by, tantalizing them with drinks and games of
chance. My heart pounded against my rib cage, keeping time with the
stack of coins in the little bag at my side. Tasha and I raced down
the road, weaving between our neighbors, too excited to slow
down.

 


“Aren’t you two a bit old to run
around like little devils?” someone called after us.

 


Tasha giggled. “But it’s a
carnival!”

 


Jugglers and acrobats, fortune
tellers, and games were everywhere. Little booths with candied and
caramel apples drew lines longer than the ones for cold mead and
hot wine. Games to test strength, aim, or dexterity made a whole
little alley, offering stuffed toys or gold as prizes. We were in
love with the magic of it all. People of all races beckoned to us,
promising fun or sweets unlike anything we’ve ever tried. It was a
whirlwind of color and merriment. We ran up and down between the
booths, happily devouring our treats as we watched others show off
in feats of strength. A Half-Orc man with short light colored hair
and pale pink skin lifted a short-bow, drawing back an arrow with
ease. He aimed, missing the bullseye on a target by only one ring.
The crowd groaned.

 


“Shoot again! You’ve almost got it!”
The barker said.

 


He drew another arrow, took a deep
breath, exhaled, and fired again. The gathered spectators cheered
as the arrow found its mark, dead center in the target.

 


“Bravo! And here’s your
prize!” The barker clapped, holding out a stuffed
chimera.

 


The Half-Orc took it, a cocky smile
spreading across his face, showing off his short tusks.

 


Tasha dragged me to a game of dagger
toss. “All you have to do is hit three targets and you win a small
painting of a famous Hell Spawn singer,” the barker
said.

 


“Please win it for me?” She begged.
“You’re so good with daggers, and she’s my favorite.”

 


“I know. Every time she is in town,
you insist we see her.” I hid a smile.

 


“Want to try your hand?” The Elf woman
in the booth asked, holding a dagger out on her palm.

 


I handed over a few coins, and she
laid out three daggers on the table in front of me before stepping
aside. The targets were a few feet away. Simple enough. I barely
had to aim, and each dagger landed with a heavy *thunk* in the
wood. One in the bulls-eye, the other two just outside of
it.

 


“YES!” Tasha threw her arms up. The
soft lace of her sleeve brushed my face as I dodged away from her
hand. She danced on the spot, all flowing fabric and shining skin.
A raven cawed and took off from its perch at the top of a tent
pole.

 


“Hey, careful there,” I said, avoiding
colliding with her horn this time.

 


“Good one Fear,” a classmate said as
they passed.

 


“Thanks,”

 


“Here you go,” The Elvin woman said,
handing over the painting. “That truly was a spectacular show of
skill.”

 


A few minutes later, our parents and
younger sibling finally met us at the main tent to watch a
spectacular performance of beautiful women dancing and singing to
an enchanting song we couldn’t understand. Magical images of
soaring dragons weaved in and out of the audience. Bubbles hovered
overhead in streams, like they were floating through water. A layer
of fog hovered just above the ground, arcs of light shooting in and
out, and someone in a shiny bowler hat and sparkling black and red
coat commanded a massive clawed beast to do tricks. At the end of
the show, Mother told us to be home by dark as we rushed off with
another little stack of coins to play as many games as we
could.

 


Dusk draped purple and pink across the
sky as we found ourselves at the back of the carnival, facing a
lone tent with a sign that read ‘Adults Only’. A sense of curiosity
and foreboding seemed to seep out from the fabric, drawing us in.
Three giant ravens stood watch in the dirt, picking at a piece of
forgotten meat off to one side.

 


“Don’t go in there, kids,” someone
said, rushing out. Their face had turned a shade of pale green.
They covered their mouth and scampered away to throw up. The spell
broke.

 


Two gloved hands separated the tent
flaps and pushed their way out. A tall man in a red jacket with big
gold buttons and shining black pants appeared, grinning widely. He
gave me the creeps. “Girls!” he bowed. My mouth twitched at being
called ‘girl’. “Sorry, this tent is for adults only.” He looked us
over and added, “How old are you?”

 


“I’m seventeen,” Tasha said. I wanted
to hit her. We should not be telling unnerving people about
ourselves.

 


“Seventeen. What a lovely age.” He
grinned wider still. I felt a little sick. “As beautiful and grown
up as you both are, I’m afraid I can’t let you in. Wouldn’t want
your parents upset at us, now would we?”

 


Before we could answer, several more
Hell Spawn came out, each one looking disgusted and disturbed. “Go
on home. Nothing anyone should see in here.” I looked over and saw
our neighbors, Mrs. and Mrs. StormWind, clutching each other. They
reached out and ushered us away from the tent, casting angry,
sickened looks behind them at the tall man. The remaining carnival
booths were already packing up, getting ready to leave now that the
day was done. With our money spent and nothing else to do, Tasha
and I reluctantly started heading home.

 


The streets were not yet lit against
the encroaching darkness. One particular shadow seemed to follow
us, hiding in alleyways and darting between forgotten crates,
carriages, and wagons. Something was wrong. Taking my sister’s
wrist, I walked a little faster. She must have felt it too, because
she didn’t argue. We were two streets away from our home when I
felt the shadow getting closer. That feeling of being watched, of
being followed- no, hunted- was too strong to ignore, so I stopped
and turned.

 


“We know you’re there.” I called,
hoping someone in the surrounding houses could hear me, giving us
something resembling backup or help. “Leave now if you know what’s
good for you.”

 


Nothing moved. The street looked
empty. All our neighbors were safe in their homes, or lingering
somewhere else. Not satisfied that the stranger had stopped, I drew
a dagger from my belt, turned back around and set off again with
Tasha right beside me, thankful our father had insisted I keep the
blade with me at all times. Our house was right there. Just a few
yards away. The shadows drew closer still. The street lamps flared
to life, the magic flames flickering inside the clear glass. Lights
shone from the front windows. Someone was home. I said a silent
prayer that my parents were near the door. We reached the gate, my
fingers wrapping around the metal latch still warm from the summer
sun.

 


I didn’t have time to react. The swish
of a cloak was all I heard before a heavy blow came to my head.
Tasha screamed, and darkness overtook me. A ringing in my ears
drowned out all other sounds, and I fell to the ground,
unconscious.

 


I woke a few minutes later to the
sounds of many people shouting. They rushed up and down the street,
calling to each other. Calling for Tasha. My head pounded. The
smell of my mother’s perfume wafted delicately to my nose as I lay
on the dirt path leading to the front door.

 


“Fear? Fear! Wake up!” Her voice was
distant. Hazy. I threw up. Darkness surrounded me once
more.

 


I woke up again in our living room, my
grandmother hovering over me, pressing a damp cloth against my
head. “Tasha?” I mumbled. Everything swam around me. A horse
neighed outside, galloping off at the urging of its rider. The old
sofa underneath me felt warm and hard, still needing new stuffing.
My head burned with pain.

 


“Your parents are out looking for her.
Do you know who took her? Did they say anything? Was there anything
distinct about them?” Grandma whispered.

 


“No. But I think they followed us from
the carnival. They were so quiet. I couldn’t hear them until there
were on us. I saw their shadow follow us for blocks.” I said,
fighting back the urge to vomit again.

 


Grandma nodded and repeated what I
said into her sending stone. My mother’s voice came back quickly.
“Most of the carnival is already gone. We’ll keep
looking.”

 


They searched for hours all over the
village and through the forest. Our best trackers set out to follow
a trail of heavy wagon tracks that veered away from the path the
rest of the carnival took as my parents came back to talk to a town
investigator.

 


“We don’t really know who took her, or
why.” The investigator said, standing by the fire. He was a small
man, probably a Halfling. His tiny feet shuffled on the
floorboards, refusing to stand still.

 


“Why?!” my mother shouted. “We know
why! Those carnival people took her for their freak
show!”

 


“Ma’am, we don’t have any proof of...”
He faltered.

 


My mother shouted over him, “They were
already packing up when the kids were leaving. They had empty
cages. They enslaved people from different races to make them
perform. How is that not proof enough for you? You heard what the
Drysunds said. The man running the freak show was talking to
someone about two teens. One with pitch black skin, and one who was
blue black like the night. It’s not a damn coincidence.”

 


The Halfling wrung his hat in his
hands, his eyes moving from my parents to the front door. “No one
saw the kidnapper take your daughter to anyone involved in the
carnival. No one saw the kidnapper at all! If your other daughter
could give us a description . . .”

 


“Fear isn’t our ‘daughter’. They are
neither male nor female.” My father said, annoyed.

 


“Oh, my apologies,” He
squeaked.

 


Still, all eyes turned on me. Head
throbbing, I sat up. Bile rose in my throat. “I didn’t see them. I
noticed someone following us from the carnival, and when we got to
the gate I heard their cloak swish just before they hit me on the
head.” Grandma’s warm hand gripped my fingers, pulling them into
her lap. I looked down, realizing I had carved another shallow gash
into my muscled forearm with my nails, the scabs of older ones
scratched off.

 


“I heard Tasha scream and rushed out,”
Father said. “The entire neighborhood chased after them, but we
lost them near the edge of the village, close to what’s left of the
carnival.”

 


The investigator left soon after,
giving vague half promises of following leads and looking for
Tasha, but told us not to get our hopes up.

 


He clearly didn’t know our
family.

 


Mother was the best exterminator in
the area, always ready and willing to kill any menace or pest no
matter if it was in the forest, sewers, or the walls and basements
of buildings. That’s how my parents met. My father was an
exterminator from a neighboring village on the hunt for the same
group of spiders Mother was after. They killed them together and
got married not long after. I guess you could find love anywhere.
Mother quit when she found out she was pregnant with Tasha,
deciding it was too dangerous to keep hunting fearsome beasts with
a child on the way. Instead, she went to work for her mother as a
tailor and I was born a year after that. Father kept up as an
exterminator, and had been training me to do the same. Our little
sibling Criella, also non binary and a bit different, was already
training to be an exterminator too, preferring it to their
needlework or being stuck in a tailor’s store. We were close
friends to skilled trackers who loved Tasha dearly. We wouldn’t,
couldn’t, sit by while my sister was out there somewhere
experiencing the gods only knew what at the hands of monsters. It
wasn’t in our nature. No. Blood was our nature and Death was our
purview.

It took three months to track down the
man who owned the freak show. He moved around often, bouncing from
carnival to carnival. Sometimes setting up shows by himself,
sometimes hiding in the safety of the caravans and other traveling
performers. Grandma stayed home with Criella while we hunted the
bastard down. Each day was an agonizing wait with me growing more
frustrated. But then, it was finally time.

 


I wrapped my cloak more securely
around myself against the early autumn chill as I lurked in the
shadows of some large bushes a quarter mile from the side of a
small convoy of wagons, my parents beside me. Roaring fires sprang
up along the path as the show’s employees and other performers set
up camp for the evening and the smell of cooking meat drifted
through the evening air. My stomach gurgled. We hadn’t been
starving out on the road, but I was used to eating better. I
noticed a bird sat on a branch over my head, watching silently from
the shadows.

 


“You remember the plan?” Father
whispered in my ear. “We know it’s a lot. You don’t have to do
this.”

 


I nodded. “Wait for the
distraction. Get in. Get Tasha out. Kill anyone who tries to stop
me.” I whispered back. “I can handle it. It should be me who does
it.” Both of my parents squeezed my hands and crept off to the end
of the caravan, where the largest fire crackled merrily. Shouting.
The clashing of swords. People up and down the caravan rushed to
help their friends as my family and our friends fought with
reckless abandon. Moving swiftly, I made my way to the second wagon
from the lead, where one tracker said my sister was being kept.
Quiet as a snake, I slithered inside, narrowly avoiding tripping
over a sleeping guard’s legs. I hesitated, not quite ready to do
anything. He snored and shifted, sending my heart into a frenzied
beat. It has to be now. It’s the only
way, I thought. Without further delay, I
slit his throat. Blood spurted across the wood, splashing against
me and the bars of a cage. I licked my lip. It was warm and
metallic. It tasted good.
The air just inside the cage beside me shimmered
with magic.

 


As the dying guard gurgled and choked,
barely able to move, I tapped between the bars with my dagger.
Nothing happened. The pile of rags inside stirred, revealing dark
hair falling in a tangled mess around two long horns curving in a
circle like a ram’s.

 


“Tasha!” I breathed, falling to my
knees to get a better look. Reaching through the bars, my arm felt
heavy, like pushing through wet sand. “Tasha?”

 


Tasha sat up slowly. She looked . . .
ill. Her normally shiny, full black hair was now dull and thin,
hanging limp and matted around her face. Her once glittering black
eyes now looked completely lifeless. She was an onyx beauty all my
life. . . now she looked dead. Her frail arms lifted with a great
effort and touched my hand. She mouthed something, but no sound
came out. The magic in the cage blocked it. Rapidly searching the
pockets, pouches, and belts of the dead guard for a set of keys, I
found a ring of them and jammed one into the lock. It clicked, the
heavy metal falling to the wagon floor; the cage door swinging
open. She could barely stand. Clinging to each other, I helped my
sister down and into the trees to meet with one of our family’s
friends who stayed back to help protect Tasha once we got her. The
fighting hadn’t stopped, and I was about to rush to our parents
when I saw them. The sneaky, conniving asshole who had taken my
sister. I knew it was them. I could feel it in the way they slunk
around the shadows of the first wagon, watching the fighting at the
other end.

 


I can’t let him
live. I thought, striding forward. They
didn’t seem to notice me until the blade of my dagger sank into
their stomach, up to the hilt. Mere inches away, I could see the
cold masculine face twisted in surprise and pain as he looked down
at the blade and then up at me, though I was shorter than himself.
Dragging it back out of his flesh, he struck my face with the back
of his hand, groaning and clutching his stomach. Blood dripped from
my lip, and I laughed. Injuring an angry Hell Spawn was the last
thing anyone should ever do. With a flick of my wrist, his whole
body was engulfed in flames, an ability handed down through
infernal bloodlines like mine. He screamed, tried to take a step
forward, and promptly fell. The overwhelming scent of burnt flesh
and thick smoke came in a sudden wave that made me cough and
gag.

 


“What . . .” Said a familiar voice.
The freak show owner stumbled down half-dressed from the back of
his wagon and stared open-mouthed at what was left of his lackey
lying dead and burning on the dirt before him. “You little demon
bitch. What did you do?”

 


Moving quickly, I picked up a dagger
from the kidnapper’s belt and threw it at him. It sank deep into
the show owner’s shoulder, and he fainted. Footsteps, slow and
careful, crept toward us. I picked up my own dagger from the dirt
where it had fallen, still covered in blood, and hid, ready to
attack whoever was sneaking closer.

 


“Fear?” my mother’s voice called
softly. She looked around, surprised, as I clambered back out from
under the wagon and stood to meet her. “Did you do all
this?”

 


I nodded. “He needs to pay,” I said,
looking over at the owner. My voice was cold. Tight. I wanted to
scream loud enough to shake the birds from the trees. My hand
trembled.

 


“Here,” she said, taking the dagger
from me and sliding it back into its sheath. “Light a match. Stand
where he stood and throw it toward that one.” She nodded toward the
kidnapper. “He’ll go to prison for murder.”

 


“That’s not good enough!” Anger welled
inside me, making my voice crack. “We have to kill him. You haven’t
seen what he did to Tasha. He deserves to die.”

 


She took my shoulders and looked me
squarely in the eyes, the bright glint in hers keeping my focus.
The way they always did. “Fear, I know how you feel. I want him
dead, too. But the prison here is one of the worst in the kingdom.
He’ll suffer for a long time before he dies. He will know pain
before the end. You’ve done enough.”

 


“Fine,” I said.
Push down the anger. Don’t let it make you act
rash. Don’t let it control you.

 


“How is Tasha? Did you get her out
safely?”

 


“She’s alive. But you need to see
her.”

 


The fighting died down. Every freak
show employee lay dead in the dirt. Someone in our group convinced
the other travelers to claim the employees attacked them. It was
simply self-defense. Gold helped them to remember that little
story. Showing them the half dead captives stashed away in the
wagons cemented it in their minds. I walked with Mother and Father
to the rendezvous point, silent and still shaking. Tasha still lay
bundled in a cloak and blankets on the leaf strewn earth,
completely unaware of what was going on around her. Our parents
cried, holding a shaking, barely conscious Tasha between them. I
stood there awkwardly before they pulled me down to join their
strange little hug. My arms wrapped around my sister’s waist. I
could feel every bone in her now too-small frame. Burying my face
in her shriveled shoulder, I cried, too. She used to be warm and
soft. Delicate but strong. Now the bones in her shoulder pressed
uncomfortably against my cheek. Her spine and ribs felt hard under
the too-thin skin. My insides twisted violently. She didn’t feel
like my sister. This wasn’t my best friend shivering in my
arms.

 


“Give her this,” Someone said, handing
our parents a potion. They tipped it gently into her mouth. She
choked, but swallowed most of it. Her eyelids fluttered
rapidly.

 


“M. . . m. . . mother?” She said.
“Father?” Her voice was faint, cracking and raw from
screaming.

 


“We’re here, baby. It’s okay. You’re
safe.” Mother said.

 


Tasha struggled, fighting against me.
I let go, not wanting to hurt her. “No, no no no no.” She
mumbled.

 


“It’s okay,” I said. “No one is going
to hurt you again.”

 


She twisted, looking at me with wild
eyes. It took too long for her to recognize my face. When she
finally did, tears streamed down her sunken cheeks.

 


“We have to leave. People are coming.
We can’t be seen here.” Our neighbor said, eyes scanning the tree
line.

 


Everything set, shouts of travelers in
the distance coming in fast, we took off deeper into the trees to
find the rest of our group and get to a safe area where our horses
stood waiting. We moved through the night, refusing to stop for
anything. Tasha slept in Father’s arms, exhausted. Her chest rose
and fell rapidly, her wheezing breath catching every so
often.

 


My sister was never the same. She
stayed gaunt, only willing to eat small amounts of soft food. She
was barely able to communicate, refusing to talk unless it was to
say our names, or the word ‘no’. If anyone but family tried to
touch her she would freak out, screaming and thrashing until she or
they were covered in blood and bruises. On good days she would sing
softly to herself, the words unrecognizable, but the tune
unmistakably her favorites from the musical plays we would sneak
into during our youth. On bad days she twitched and screamed,
pulling her hair and flailing at anyone who came too
close.

 


My once ultra girly sister was now a
shell of her former self who looked too much like me and Criella.
We wore trousers and hid our feminine appearance because it was who
we were. Tasha seemed afraid of showing her curves and feminine
features now. She kept her hair short and hard to grab. Her loose
clothes looked even bigger on her tiny frame. The former star of
the family, of the village, shrank from social interaction. Adults
now looked at her with pity. Children whispered about her. I got
into more than one fight after school with anyone stupid enough to
say something in front of me. People started avoiding us. Her best
friends came around less and less often. No one wanted to deal with
her, and a lot of them were terrified of saying the wrong thing if
there was a chance I could hear it. At least our parents still got
customers. Most people in the village hired them, unable to think
of another way to support our family in our ‘trying time’. A gaggle
of old ladies brought us warm food once a week, tisking about my
‘violent outbursts’, insisting I should be more helpful. Nevermind
the fact that I was the one who got up at all hours of the night to
check on Tasha when she cried or screamed. I dropped out of school
to work, the extra money going to pay healers to help her. I also
didn’t want to face my classmates anymore. I hated their stares and
whispers, and I’m sure they hated me for punching so many of them
until they were bloody and crying.

 


I couldn’t forgive myself for not
being able to protect Tasha, so I found an apprenticeship at the
local thieves’ guild and trained for the next year to improve my
skills in stealth, lock picking, and aim with blades and bows. With
their help, no one was going to get the drop on me again. I was
going to learn to defend her if it was the only thing I did with my
life. And though I would never admit it to anyone, I relished the
memory of watching those people die. My fingers itched to slay the
people who said anything negative about my family. But I stayed my
hands, taking calming breaths instead.

 


Criella suffered a great deal over
that year, unable to spend time with her like they used to. Or with
me for that matter. Their classmates gave them dirty looks, calling
them names and making fun of their ‘crazy sister’ and violent
sibling. While I still worked with Father and helped train Criella,
I became overbearing, insisting they learn as much as possible
about stealth, fighting, and hunting. They took it all in stride
but I could tell something beneath the surface was cracking. Part
of me didn’t care. Part of me hated myself for everything I had
done to our family. We never talked about it. Or why I was pushing
them so hard to be the best.We had to help care for our sister,
limiting our free time, and I was taking away what was left of
their childhood with my training, but it had to happen. If I
couldn’t be around her all the time, Criella had to be able protect
themself and our family no matter the circumstances. The scars on
my arms rapidly grew in number.

 


One night after hours of hard training
and ridding someone’s house of a nest of disgusting rats with
Criella, I collapsed into bed and fell into a deep
sleep.

 


A palace of black glass loomed above
me, sharp and cold. Shards of it jutted out at all angles from a
blood red crystalline base. Harsh angles formed jagged peaks in a
misty backdrop. Reflections of humanoid figures glided in and out
of view, never staying long enough to be identified. I barely had
time to take it all in, moving my foot forward in a hesitant step
when my vision blurred, the world rushing past me in a flurry of
shadows and suddenly I found myself inside. Firelight gleamed on
the floor and walls, casting an eerie glow that was both blue and
orange on the smooth, inky surfaces.

 


“Hello?” I called.

 


The caw of ravens answered back. They
turned to screams and wails of anguish, the sounds of people
burning alive. Of a woman being tortured. Hazy, ill formed images
of a hunched figure in a cage blinked across the glass, transparent
and fleeting. Sticks prodded at it, a hand reaching in to pull its
hair. She screamed, beating at the bars with bruised fists. Cuts
littered her arms and face, adding a splash of color to her pitch
black skin.

 


I fell to my knees and covered my ears
in pain. The screams were too loud. The roaring flames crackled all
around me. Just when I thought my head might explode from the
sound, it stopped. Wisps of smoke and shadow rose around me and
gathered into the swirling form of a tall figure in a huge flowing
cloak of flapping wings. They flittered around, unsettled. The
maddening sensation of being watched from every angle crept under
my skin.

 


“Child,” the person croaked in a sound
like the ravens, only deeper. “You have great sorrow.”

 


“Who are you?” I asked, trembling. I
looked on in awe as Tasha’s face peered out from under the hood.
Gentle and youthful at first; then bubbling and shifting to form
the gaunt haunted look I knew too well. The face changed. Criella
gazed down at me with cold indifference. It changed again, this
time taking on the death mask of the guard I killed, red splashed
across his form. Then the kidnapper, angry welts blistering into
peeling burn scars, his skin melting and reforming as I watched in
a strange mixture of revulsion and fascination.

 


“I am the Goddess of Death,” They
said, becoming a little more solid. Their face changing once again,
this time to a shimmering bird mask. The faint outline of enormous
raven wings shined behind her on the glass. “And if you agree, I
will be your patron.”

 


“My patron?” I asked, sitting up.
Somehow, as freaky as this all was, I was no longer
afraid.

 


“I can teach you things. I have the
power to give you abilities that will make you unbeatable. No one
would threaten your loved ones again. You could sate the blood lust
you try to hide, and be praised for it.” She said. “I have seen
what is in your heart. I know you long to kill again. Slaying
beasts is not enough. You want to punish those who hurt the
innocent. I can help you do that.”

 


My heart thudded against my
ribs, my breath caught in my throat. “What do you want in return?”
I asked. Could it really happen? Is all of
this real? Is she telling the truth?

 


“Of course I am telling you the truth
dear one. All I ask for is memories. I want the memories of every
living thing you kill.” She said, her voice swelling. “Pledge this
to me. Let me take them at the moment of your victims’ death, and I
will give you powers you never dreamed possible. I can help your
sister too. I can take away the memories that haunt
her.”

 


Death. Revenge. Keeping my family
safe; bringing back Tasha’s sanity. My mind raced through a
thousand possibilities until only one thought remained.

 


“I pledge myself to you.” I whispered.
Then louder, “I am your servant. Teach me and I will bring you
oceans of memories.”

 


A deep, cawing laughter filled the
room. “Then you shall learn, child. Leave your home and set out
into the world. Your skills will come in time.”

 


I woke to early morning sunlight
peeking through the curtains. Squinting, I shielded my eyes and
rose to pack a bag. I would wait only long enough to write a few
letters and explain to my parents that I was called by a real
goddess to become her servant and rid this world of evil. They
would understand. They would explain to my grandmother and
siblings, still sound asleep, why I wasn’t there.

 


I could no longer be a
child.


Fear
Rising:

 


After days on the road I finally found
it. The Bellrun Thieves’ Guild. A raven sat on the post near the
door of a well-kept house, cawing softly and tilting its head as it
looked at me expectantly. Clearly a front. They probably had an
underground area and used the house only for an
entrance.

 


“So this is the place?” The raven
cawed again and hopped in place. “Thanks,” I whispered as I stroked
its shiny black feathers and stepped up to the door.

 


My fist thudded against the reinforced
wood, making a heavy clunk that reverberated inside the house. A
slit opened and two narrowed, dark eyes looked out at
me.

 


“We don’t take strays or visitors.” A
croaky male voice said.

 


“The Goddess of Death sent me.” I
said, voice flat. I wasn’t about to take ‘go away’ for an
answer.

 


“Am I supposed to know who that
is?”

 


“Goddess of Death. She wants me
here.”

 


The slit closed with a heavy clunk. I
could hear indistinguishable voices just beyond the door; then the
slit opened again.

 


“Are you associated with any guilds?”
The man asked

 


“Hell’s Gate Faction” The slit closed
again and the sounds of heavy locks sliding open drew a sigh of
relief from me.

 


“Come in,” The man said, stepping
aside so the door blocked most of his body.

 


Another figure in a dark cloak led me
inside. Rugs and patches of dirt covered the floors, softening our
footsteps as we made our way through a dining room and a narrow
dark hall. Through a hidden doorway and down a stone staircase,
deep under the floor, a cavernous room opened up before me. The
cloaked figure bowed low to someone in the shadows off to one side.
The figure leaned against a wall, a hood and mask covering their
face.

 


“A member of the Hell’s Gate Thieves
Faction, come on behest of The Goddess of Death,” they
said.

 


A hand waved them off and they
scampered away without another word.

 


“The Goddess of Death sent you, did
she?” Said a smooth female voice. “Why?”

 


“She said my ‘proper’ training would
start here.” I replied. She shifted, her cloak moving to reveal a
fine shirt and leather waist cincher. Tight dark pants conformed to
her muscular legs; shined boots covered in scratches hid her
claves. When she said nothing, I continued. “It’s not like she
gives me a lot of details so I can’t tell you more.”

 


At this she smiled, pushing off from
the textured stone wall, and strode forward into the light. She
looked like an angel swathed in dark silks and leathers. “That is
true for all her followers.” She said, beckoning me deeper into the
room. A few steps forward and I seemed to cross a barrier. The once
darkened room now sparkled with candle light and crystal chandlers.
“It’s a darkness spell. Keeps us safe if anyone we don’t trust
should manage to get past our defenses. I take it you’ve been
selected to be one of her Reapers?”

 


I nodded. The woman led me
to the very center of the room which was marked by a large square
in the floor. Fuck I thought. A fighting ring.

 


“Ladies, Gentlefolk, thieves and
killers. Our goddess has sent us a new recruit!” She strode off
quickly, leaving me in the square. “Let’s see how well they do
before their training begins.”

 


In the flash of a blade, a cloaked
figure leapt into the ring, swinging their sword at my
chest.

 


Instinct kicked in and I dodged to one
side, just out of range. I kicked out hard with my right foot,
pushing him back just as he took another swing. Twisting, I caught
the edge of their sword with the flat side of mine and pushed up.
He swung again, this time slicing into my waist. The biting sting
caught me by surprise. I gasped, clutching the wound and flicking
my sword up at their face without thinking.

 


“Fuck!” They shouted, a hand flying to
their cheek that was now pouring blood.

 


Side still aching, I let go of the
shallow wound to grip my sword with both hands. The onslaught of
blows came from every angle they could manage, their attack savage.
Shooting pain from my fingers to my wrists built up to an almost
unbearable stiffness, my grip on the hilt slipping. My breath
heaving, arms burning, I swung with surprising ferocity. Our swords
collided, the crash deafening. I swung again. This time the edge of
my blade found their neck, blood dripping down to the hilt and
under the neckline of their dark top. They looked at me surprised,
their sword clattering to the floor.

 


Several unarmed people rushed forward
to heal them before looking me over. One of them placed a hand on
my waist and a strange warmth radiated out from the spot. The wound
healed.

 


“One minor cut she could have healed
on her own, and two scratches,” A man in dark armor called to the
woman in charge. “No serious injuries.”

 


The woman strode forward, a smirk
pulling up the corners of her mouth. She clapped slowly as she came
to a stop a few feet away. “Well done,” She said. “You have skill.
This will make your training much easier.” I just stared at her.
“You may rest here for a few hours before your next
test.”

 


“My. . . next . . . test?” I said,
anger creeping up inside me. “I don’t need to be tested. Just tell
me what I need to learn here so I can leave.”

 


The woman’s smirk disappeared, turning
instead into a glower. “You want to learn?” She said, voice
deepening. “Learn patience and respect. This is no easy path and
our goddess demands the best of us. If you can’t handle that, then
leave.

 


Inhale. Slow exhale.
Swallow back the anger. “I’m sorry. I
shall practice more patience. And respect.”

 


She looked skeptical but directed me
to a back area with bunks in cramped rooms. It felt like ages since
I’d last slept in a bed. They were lumpy and uncomfortable, but I
fell asleep quickly. I don’t know how long I had been out. I woke
at some point to a figure standing at the door; staring at
me.

 


“Get ready, you’re leaving for your
test in five minutes.” It was the one who had led me downstairs. As
soon as I was redressed, my sword and daggers strapped securely to
my hips, he led me outside to a covered wagon with three other
people waiting in the cold early morning light. “Get in.” The
cloaked figure ordered.

 


A brave soul spoke up. “Where are we
going? I’m not getting into some wagon for you to drive us gods
know where without knowing our destination.”

 


A dark brown hand shot out from under
the cloak and smacked the speaker across his cheek so hard the
sound reverberated against the building and nearby trees. I held
back a laugh. The speaker mumbled but climbed into the wagon
without further complaint, and the rest of us quickly
followed.

 


The trip was long and winding, the
canvas of the wagon pulled tight to hide us from view, and the
environment from us. Only half an hour in, the other three started
talking amongst themselves.

 


“You have to learn not to mouth off
like that Joel. These people are no joke.” A half elf woman with
long red hair said to the one who had been slapped.

 


“Don’t tell me what to do Anhel. What
if they’re dragging us out to the middle of nowhere to kill us?”
Joel said, rubbing his still red cheek.

 


They bickered back and forth about
what the guild could do, and might be doing to us. I tuned them
out. Instead, I studied their clothing and movements, as well as
those of the third person who hadn’t spoken yet.

 


Joel was tall for a dwarf, his dark
curly hair hung free to blend with his thick dark beard. Pieces of
buffed metal armor peeked out from the folds of his well-worn
cloak. Not a full suit, but enough to cover important areas. A
bright white shirt barely contained a mop of chest hair that went
all the way up. Bright green pants hung loose on his legs, puffing
out around cuffed knee high leather boots so pristine they had to
be brand new. He shifted constantly, uncomfortable on the bare
wood.

 


Anhel was a handsome woman, her
delicate frame covered by a full set of finely carved dark brown
leather armor. The deep greens and browns of her tunic and fitted
pants would let her blend in well with the forest. Her tall boots
were worn but sturdy. A full quiver and ornate bow sat beside her,
taken off for the journey. Two long braids draped from the sides of
her head, down to her shoulders and then back up to meet in a bun
at the back of her head. The rest of her hair hung loose down her
back.

 


I adjusted slightly to take in the
third person, but as soon as I did, they caught my eyes and smiled.
I groaned inwardly.

 


“Hey there,” they said, scooching
closer to me. Their huge frame blocked my view of the back of the
wagon completely. Deep tan scales covered their face and arms.
Giant tusks curved up from their bottom jaw. Leather and chainmail
hung from their broad shoulders. Tight leather pants hugged their
waist and hips, tucking neatly into boots that were nearly falling
apart. A tuft of black hair sat atop their head, shaved roughly at
the sides.

 


“No.” I said.

 


“No?”

 


“Whatever you’re doing, the answer is
no. I’m not here to make friends or be hit on.”

 


They paused, looking at me with
curiosity. “Okay.” They said, and moved back to their previous
spot.

 


Sometime later the wagon stopped. The
woman who was in charge at the guild called from the front “Get
out.”

 


One by one we scrambled out and found
ourselves on an old dirt road surrounded by trees. A human man in
loose black clothes with a cross bow and several knives strapped to
his waist stood nearby, seemingly waiting for us with his arms
crossed over his slim chest.

 


“You have five minutes. Run. Hide. Try
to survive. We will be hunting each of you. If you live, you will
be accepted into the guild and your training will continue. If you
die you will make a glorious sacrifice for our goddess.” He said. A
pause, and then “There are six people participating in this little
test. Kill us and each other if you can. We won’t take less than
the best of you. Now go.”

 


I was already running, searching for a
good tree to post myself in while waiting for the other recruits or
our ‘hunters’ to pass. Ambush was usually the best policy for
larger prey. The forest wasn’t as natural to me as the dark corners
of buildings, but I felt my breathing calm to a steady, slow pace.
All I had to do was wait; then take a well-aimed throw at the first
lone person to pass my hiding spot.

 


Breathe. Brace yourself
against the tree. Keep your daggers ready. Make sure you don’t get
caught in the branches or leaves. Another deep breath. Stay hidden,
but keep a 20 foot diameter view around you. Listen. Breathe. Stay
alert. Wait.

 


The forest was quiet. Only the wind
flitting through the leaves made noise. That needling feeling I had
been trying to ignore since childhood crept up my spine. What if I
failed? No. I wouldn’t die. Not here. I have to do whatever it
takes to win. To be the best Reaper I could. My family depended on
it.

 


But it could happen. I
could fail here like I did that night. I could be the reason. .
.

 


No! Steeling myself, I shifted my grip
on the daggers. No more of that. I am Fear. I wouldn’t let fear
overtake me. A cold breeze blew a lock of hair across my face,
making my nose itch. A twig snapped in the distance. The crunch of
leaves grew slowly closer. The half elf and the dwarf passed under
the tree, weapons out and too close together to take down either
one of them without opening myself to attack from the
other.

 


Without warning, a crossbow bolt sank
deep into the back of the half elf’s neck, the tip coming out
through her throat, covered in blood and bits of flesh. She fell to
the ground with a gurgle and spurt of delicious blood, unable to
draw an arrow. Her dwarf companion spun around, his short sword
held at the ready. Another bolt flew through the air and sank into
his side. My heart skipped a beat.

 


Where the hell are they
coming from?

 


Another bolt missed the dwarf
entirely. He yelled and rushed forward toward a spot in my vision
covered by a copse of leaves. I had to move. Fast. Shifting my
weight so I wasn’t leaning against the trunk anymore, I quickly
found a new perch that let me catch sight of the dwarf and his
attacker. It was the human who had told us to run. The cross bow
fell to his back, his hands slipping into his cloak, pulling out
two daggers from his belt and parried a slash from the dwarf’s
sword. Joel was strong and brutal, but the cross bow wielder was
fast and far more skilled. He dodged most blows easily, only taking
shallow cuts. The human swung up, slashing Joel’s arm. He swiped
again, cutting Joel’s stomach. His face. His other arm. Bits of
armor fell, severed from their straps by the human’s well aimed
strikes. Enraged, Joel took a heavy swing. His sword connected with
a sickening crunch. The human’s left wrist buckled, one of the
bones sticking out. He paused, surprised. Joel’s sword sank into
the side of the human’s knee, forcing him down. The human stopped,
bleeding heavily. Joel panted. His sword fell to his
side.

 


“We don’t have to keep fighting like
this.” He said. “If we kill each other there will be fewer fighters
in our goddess’s honor.”

 


With an agonizing grunt the human
swung his good arm. The dagger sank into Joel’s ear and he fell to
the ground twitching. Before the human had time to move again my
own blade flew through the air and pierced his heart. My second
blade found his eye. He was dead before his head landed on Joel’s
body which forced both daggers deeper into him. I waited. When the
only sign of life had been a bird flying down to peck at the
bodies, leaving a single black feather behind, I climbed down and
crept toward them, searching quickly for anyone hiding or coming
closer. I picked up the cross bow and the daggers with their
sheaths but left the short sword where it was. No need for any more
bulk than necessary. I also found a few gold coins and a key in
their pockets, which I added to my pouch before setting off to
track down the others. It took hours to find the right tracks. The
big one was surprisingly stealthy, and the guild members more so.
Twenty minutes of following them, and I had to hand it to the guild
members. They were GOOD. I had a lot to learn from them. I didn’t
expect to see the trap they laid out.

 


The Orc lay slumped against a tree
trunk, a large root holding them into a semi casual position, an
enticing invitation to investigate. And be killed. Blood seeped
from multiple wounds across their body, the stench of it hanging in
the air. They couldn’t have died more than a few minutes ago. A
pain unlike any I had ever felt before overtook me, radiating out
from my ribs. A thin dagger hilt stuck out from my side, only an
inch of blade showing. I felt woozy. The world spun around me.
Dropping to the ground, I crawled quickly for cover, looking around
rapidly for my attacker. Finding cover behind a thick bush, I
stopped and waited. Through the leaves I saw the guild leader dash
between trees, a look of frustration on their face. As slowly and
quietly as I could, I prepped my new cross bow, fingers slipping on
the string, my vision going in and out of focus. The leader stayed
hidden.

 


“Fear, is it?” They called. “I’m
Lissette.”

 


I said nothing, just groaned in pain.
I didn’t have time to dress the wound and keep myself from bleeding
out yet, so I had to leave the dagger in.

 


“You must have killed Kimble. He
stopped communicating with me after he found the Dwarf and the Half
Elf. He was following all three of your tracks. Or did you hide
through the whole encounter and just get lucky? Did you leave it to
the other two to kill him? Maybe he got one of them and you just
finished off whoever was left.”

 


I had to fight the urge to
call out. Don’t be stupid. She’s just
taunting you. Trying to get you to reveal your position.

 


Lissette peaked out from behind the
tree and I fired. The bolt pierced her chest. A gasp of air escaped
her lips as she sank against the tree. The bow she was holding with
a knocked arrow fell with a soft click against the roots. I could
hear her ragged breath as I gripped the hilt sticking out of me and
pulled. Screams echoed off the trees, making the birds chirp in
alarm and take flight in a thunderous wave. I thought it hurt going
in, but the agony of pulling it out was unbelievable.

 


Hand shaking, I shoved healing herbs
into the wound. They almost didn’t stick from the blood flowing
thick and free down into the dirt. My tunic was already completely
soaked in blood and sweat.

 


“I guess you win,” Lissette said,
groaning in pain.

 


The sound of a bottle being uncorked
and the scent of herbal magic warred with the overpowering scent of
blood as she opened a healing potion and drank it in several loud
gulps. Silvery liquid dribbled down her chin. A dark shadow passed
between a group of trees. Smoky, black feathers trailed behind them
before disappearing.

 


“Rest, child.” An eerie voice
whispered all around me.

 


I passed out, falling into a dream of
me and Tasha wandering the carnival. Her hand felt warm in mine.
Safe. Familiar. The skies were bright and clear. She laughed,
completely care free. I blinked and she was gone.

 


“Tasha?” I called. “Tasha!” I spun,
searching desperately for my sister. The crowd around me pushed and
shoved, jostling me in dizzying circles. “Tasha!” I yelled
again.

 


Someone shoved me to the side and I
fell in a puddle of blood and charred bones that cut my hands and
knees. A column of flames erupted from them, twisting into the
shape of a tall man in a top hat.

 


“What a lovely age.” He said with a
cold laugh. “You’re so grown up!”

 


Tasha appeared, and the man kissed her
hand, a fiery grin stretching his face too wide. I screamed and
lunged at him. Expecting heat and pain, I was surprised to stumble
on cobblestones on a cold dark night. I shivered, the cold sinking
deep into my bones.

 


“We have to run!” I said, grabbing
Tasha’s wrist.

 


Shadows surrounded us, weaving in and
out of sight. They followed us through winding streets full of
monsters, alleys flowing with rivers of blood and flame. We were
finally at the gate to our front yard. I gripped the latch. Tasha
screamed. I watched as hands wrapped around her, dragging her into
the darkness.

 


The world broke, ominous cracking
drowning out all other sound. Tasha was back at my side, my hand
reaching for the latch once more. Another scream, and this time I
fell. The same hands pulled her into the dark again. Everything
shattered like glass around me.

 


The vision played again and again
until I screamed with a rage I had never felt before. Instead of
reaching for the gate, I spun and gripped the shadow of a man in a
cloak. His hood fell back, exposing the face of man I had killed in
the freak show convoy. Putting all my weight against him, I shoved.
We fell to the ground in a huff, his hands still outstretched
toward Tasha. One hand pressed hard against his throat, I pummeled
his face, feeling bones break with each punch. He stopped moving
but I kept punching until my fist found only wet dirt and
cobblestone.

 


The sound of breaking glass drowned
out my screams. A cold breeze blew my hair into my face. I sat
back, sobbing.

 


“You have faced your worst memory, and
changed it.” The Goddess of Death said, suddenly standing over
me.

 


I didn’t answer, just tried to steady
my ragged breathing.

 


“Will you delve further?” She
asked.

 


“I don’t want to do this.” I
sobbed.

 


“Then is this the end of our bargain?
Are you going back to your old life where you have to take care of
a sister who will never know real life again? Or will you fight?
Will you face the darkness in your soul, your anger, your blood
lust, and your fears? Will you examine the horrors of your own
mind?”

 


I didn’t want to see it again. I
didn’t want to keep reliving that moment, or the one I knew was
coming. I couldn’t. The thought of seeing Tasha locked in that
cage, of that moment when I realized she looked like a withered
corpse, made my stomach lurch. I looked down at my hands, still
covered in blood and gore. I liked it. I liked the hot blood
dripping down my fingers and wrists. That scared me more than
anything.“If I must,” I choked out.

 


The Goddess of Death motioned to a
wall of black glass that showed a series of covered wagons back lit
by a large fire. The sound of distant fighting distorted, soft one
moment; muffled yet painfully loud the next drifted from the
vision. “Collect yourself and then step through.”

 


I sat for a long moment, watching the
gore fade from my hands and clothes. I still ached. The Palace of
Memories glittered around me, glimpses of other people’s lives
passed by like ghosts. I couldn’t keep delaying the inevitable. The
memory of my first real kill waited. Tasha waited for me to rescue
her. I passed through the glass wall, creeping into the back of the
covered wagon and stabbing the man without a second thought, like
it was the most natural thing in the world. Helping Tasha back out,
I handed her over to our neighbor once more and rushed to the spot
I knew her kidnapper would be. We fought once more, every move
engrained into my muscles from replaying that night in my mind too
many times to count. This time, when the freak show owner fainted,
I plunged my blade into his face. That wasn’t enough. I sat there,
sawing his head off with the kidnapper’s dagger until it came free,
his body writhing like the snake he was. Blood poured out in a
flood, filling the memory until I drowned. I relished the taste of
it, wet and coppery. It surrounded me in a hot embrace, filling me,
welcoming me. I was no longer afraid.

 


“This is what awaits you on this
path.” The Goddess of Death whispered.

 


I opened my eyes, back in the Palace
of Memories, dripping red. I opened my mouth and more blood than
possible ran down my chin. I should have choked on it. The thick
liquid spilled down in a never ending torrent of sweet nectar. “I
accept this path with open arms.” I said, baring my
teeth.

 


“Many see the thirst for death to be a
curse,” She said, forming into a cloak of feathers.

 


“This is my blessing. This is who I am
meant to be. I will strike terror into the hearts of your enemies.
Their blood will drown the world. I shall bathe in it.” My voice
crackled, sounding almost demonic.

 


“Then you shall be my Reaper,” The
Goddess of Death whispered in my ear, touching a cold hand to my
face.

 


The next year was filled with pain and
hard labor. I cannot reveal here the process of training to be a
Reaper but I can tell you what happened after I was let out into
the world, free to take jobs as I wish. Free to travel without
escort. Free to finally see my family again.


 Fear
Comes For a Visit:

 


I arrived at the village not long
before Criella would get out of school. It seemed like the perfect
opportunity to surprise them. Standing on the other side of the
road with my arms crossed, hood pulled low, I waited. My heart beat
loudly in my chest. I would see Tasha again soon. All of them. I
couldn’t stay forever, but I could be with my family for a couple
days before I had to set off again. They would all be happy, right?
The bell rang and a rush of children poured out from the doors. The
familiar horns of my younger sibling came slowly trudging outside.
The glimpses of their face between their classmates looked. . .
sullen. They tried to hide behind a mask of indifference, but the
shadows under their eyes and the slight downturn at the corners of
their mouth spoke volumes. Children passed by me, giving me strange
looks, trying not to get too close; whispering amongst themselves.
Finally, Criella looked up. They stopped.

 


“It’s been a while,” They
said.

 


I lowered my hood. “A few months.
How’s it going?” A few other students had also stopped in their
tracks and stared. I recognized most of them. I had beaten up a few
of them too.

 


Criella lifted their hands and
indicated the crowd and school, as if to say ‘look for
yourself’.

 


Holding my arm out to them, I turned
in the direction of our path home. They didn’t take it. “Walk with
me.” Once we were away from the school, I stopped. “Got something
for you.” I said excitedly, pulling out the short bow I had been
hiding under my cloak and handing it to them.

 


Their hands curled slowly around the
wood, finding the little ‘C’ I had carved roughly into the grip.
Their fingers traced the string, testing the pull weight with a
gentle tug. “Thanks,” They said, trying to sound nonchalant. They
looked up. “Are you staying?”

 


I sighed internally. The look of hope
on their face hurt. “Just for a couple days. I have travel again
soon.”

 


Their face fell. “Oh,” they said, and
started walking again. After a block they said “Where’s your
escort?” Referring to the guild member that was assigned to watch
over me during the little ‘vacations’ they allotted to each
student.

 


“That’s another surprise. I should
wait until I can tell Mother and Father at the same time.” I said,
keeping pace with them.

 


They smiled stiffly. “Okay. I need to
stop by the store.”

 


There’s something off
about that smile. It looks almost normal, but they’re clearly not
happy. Well. If they don’t want to talk about it, I’m not about to
push.

 


We walked in silence to the family
store where Criella dashed inside. I followed behind, listening to
the jingling bell with an odd sense of nostalgia. Things seemed so
different. I wasn’t the same kid that ran home every few months
when the Guild Master let me take a week off. I wasn’t being
shadowed by an established member, making sure I didn’t do anything
rash. I was a full member now. I was a Reaper. Low level,
admittedly, but I was a new person. An adult.

 


“I’ll be right with you!” Mother
called from the back room.

 


“It’s just me.” Criella called back as
she walked behind the counter.

 


“Oh Criella, good. I left the . . .”
Mother said, stopping in the doorway. The curtains separating the
back from the storefront rested against her arm on one side, and
her horn on the other. “Fear?” Her pitch black skin shined in the
light from the windows, her raven black hair lay in a long braid
down her back, shorter locks falling free around her face. Shining
jet black eyes glittered with excitement. Her horns swept out from
her forehead, back along the sides of her head, and then up into a
cat-tail curl.

 


“Hello Mother,” My heart skipped a
beat. Something caught in my throat and I swallowed hard. For a
moment I saw Tasha, smiling and excited, dragging me into the back
room to see her new creation. But it was Mother. My
mother.

 


“What are you . . . Oh gods, everyone
is going to be so happy you’re back! How long are you staying?” She
said, walking around the counter.

 


“Just a couple days.” Criella said too
happily, rummaging around behind the counter.

 


Mother pulled me into a tight hug. A
soft lock of her hair fell into my face as a breathed in her scent.
She smelled like ink and tailors chalk, her perfume faded from a
day’s work. It made me think of the day I left, when she hugged me
close and told me she was proud of me for setting out on my own
path. I had to hold back tears.

 


She pulled back and held my face in
both hands, calloused from years of labor. “I’ll close up early
today. Our whole family back together again. If only for a few
days.” Behind her, Criella’s fake smile tightened. “Criella?” She
said, turning around to face my sibling. “I’ll take care of that.
Why don’t you walk home with Fear?”

 


“Of course Mother.” They said, placing
a vial back on the counter.

 


We walked back home in near silence.
Every time I tried to strike up conversation Criella gave short,
overly chipper answers. I stopped trying to talk. Finally home, I
took a deep breath before crossing the threshold. Very few things
had changed in the year since I left. The painting of our family
from five years ago still hung above the fireplace. The thick rug
was still stained with . . . actually I couldn’t remember how it
got stained. Grandma’s sewing basket still sat by her favorite
chair. One of the few changes was the shelves of trophies that had
grown in the past few months. Criella was collecting them fast,
gaining one or two with every archery and sword fighting contest
held by the school. Tasha sat in front of the fire playing with a
wooden horse while Father carefully brushed her short
hair.

 


“Guess who is back for a couple days?”
I said. Tasha’s head whipped around and whimpered as the brush
pulled at a tangle on the back of her scalp. “Hey Tash.
Father.”

 


“Fear!” Father said, helping Tasha to
her feet. It must have been a good day for her. “How have you been?
How is your training going?”

 


“Great. I have some good news, but it
has to wait for Mother to get home.” I said. To Tasha I added “I
got something for you.” And I pulled out a bracelet I stole from a
target two months back. Moving slowly, I wrapped it around the
wooden horse’s neck. She mumbled and patted the horses head. I
handed Father a small purse full of gold coins. It would barely be
enough to cover a month’s worth of potions and amulets for Tasha,
but it was all I had. They trusted me when I said The Goddess of
Death promised a cure, but they wanted to make her healthier and
stronger in the meantime.

 


“Fear, you don’t have to . . .” Father
said with a sigh.

 


“Yes. I do.” I said, cutting him off.
“I don’t need it. I have everything I need, and coin is easy to
come by for those in my trade.”

 


Mother and Grandmother came home soon
after and I sat them around the old, scrubbed dining table. The
bright varnish filled in the scratches from years of use, holding
down the splinters caused by children playing too rough. Criella
carved a thin gouge at their spot with the edge of their
fingernail.

 


“I finished my training with the
guild. I’m officially a Reaper of The Goddess of Death.” I said. “I
can go wherever I like. I don’t need an escort anywhere.” My
parents gasped and smiled, a look of intense pride on their faces.
“I still have work to do out in the world, but I can come back
whenever you need me.”

 


Father stood and gripped my shoulders
before pulling me into a warm hug. The scent of his shaving cream
still clung to his deep blue skin. His cheek rested against my horn
as I buried my face into his soft leather tunic. “I’m so proud of
you.” He said, squeezing me.

 


“We both are,” Mother added. Out of
the corner of my eye I saw her dark arms wrap around us, her hands
resting on Father’s back.

 


Grandmother reached out and patted my
hand. “Good on you. You’ll make the best damn Reaper that Goddess
has ever seen.”

 


“Thanks,” I said, gripping her hand
back.

 


The rest of the evening passed without
incident. I helped take care of Tasha, and Criella finished their
homework before spending a couple hours outside with their new bow.
Damn, she was good. The next day dawned warm and clear. I grabbed
my gear out of habit and got ready for a full day of work. Father
was in the kitchen, surprised to see me.

 


“You don’t have to work while you’re
here. You should sleep in.” He said.

 


“I want to. You could use the help,
and if I don’t have something to focus on, I go a bit crazy.
Criella could probably use some time off anyways.”

 


Father’s shoulders fell. “I know. We
ask them to do too much but we can’t send Tasha to a hospital and
we can’t afford to have any of us stop working.”

 


“I’m sorry. How are they handling it
all?” I asked, shifting uncomfortably.

 


“Okay. They don’t complain. They keep
up their grades too, but don’t spend much time with friends
anymore.”

 


After a quick meal we
headed out for a day’s work. We had rats to kill and other vermin
to remove from the town. It felt good to be back at it. Familiar.
Slipping through crawlspaces and basements had been a great
foundation for learning to stealth through a target’s house in the
middle of the night but now that I wasn’t trying to steal anything
or kill anyone (not humanoid at least), it almost felt like play.
And it was fun.
Hunting giant beetles instead of people was a game.

 


I even got to show Father a new skill
I had learned when we snuck up on a nest of sleeping rats. A heavy
blow with my sword killed several of them, and with only a twist
and a point, two more withered with decay and died with shuddering
squeaks.

 


Once they were all dead, he turned to
me. “That was . . . something. Disturbing, but it must be useful.
Do you use that skill often?”

 


“I can twice a day for now. But I
don’t have reason to use it much. I tend not to get into larger
fights.”

 


“So you’re staying safe?”

 


“As safe as I can, Father. I’ll be
okay. The Goddess of Death is looking out for me.” I said, giving
him a light punch on the arm.

 


We worked into the afternoon, ridding
the village of various pests. Finally the work was done and we went
back home to clean up and take over for Grandmother and Criella in
looking after Tasha. Tasha, for her part, was quiet. She was
reluctant to let us touch her that day, and she refused to eat more
than a slice of bread, but she didn’t have any violent outbursts so
I decided to take her on a leisurely walk through an empty part of
the village. It didn’t take long to find unwanted trouble though.
Shadows darted between buildings. Sometimes they followed us,
sometimes they led us. The sound of flapping wings and distant caws
called me to an old neighborhood people rarely wandered
through.

 


Criella was perched in a tree with
several classmates below, taunting them. A Half-Orc boy said
something and my sibling jumped down in a flash, pummeling the kid
with both fists in a violent outburst that surprised even me. Tasha
hid behind me as I rushed up to the group. Criella and the boy were
punching at each other, though he wasn’t doing a great
job.

 


“Your whole family is crazy! None of
you should be out in public.” He said, his face bloody and
swollen.

 


With great effort I pulled them apart.
“Stand with Tasha,” I hissed at Criella. To the Half-Orc I said
“Little Timmy. Not starting trouble again are you? I remember you
attacking random birds a few years ago.”

 


“Your psycho sibling hit me!” He
cried.

 


“What did you say to them?”

 


Criella, breathing heavy, fists
clenched at their side, growled. “He said Tasha should have stayed
gone.”

 


I stood there for only a moment,
staring at them and Tasha who was cowering a foot away. Without a
second thought I turned and punched Timmy so hard in the jaw that
he fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Pulling two daggers
from my belt, I moved to block the teens from Tasha’s
sight.

 


“If I ever hear about any of you
saying shit like that again I will sneak into your homes and flay
you alive.” I said through clenched teeth.

 


Their eyes went wide, tripping over
clods of dirt and bits of broken stone as they backed away,
tumbling every few steps and leaving Timmy behind them in the
dust.

 


“You’re just as crazy as she is!” One
of them said.

 


“But far more deadly.” I said with a
creepy smile, throwing one dagger down so that it landed inches
from Timmy’s face.

 


He yelped and scampered away, holding
his jaw in pain. I picked my dagger back up and sheathed them
both.

 


“You good?” I asked, keeping an eye on
the teens until they turned a corner.

 


“I’m fine.” Criella said, frustrated.
As they turned to Tasha, they softened considerably. “Are you okay
Sis?”

 


Tasha stood a little straighter,
sensing the danger was gone. She rubbed her arms and nodded. As
good a response as any. Better than most days, actually. None of us
spoke as we walked back home, Creilla and I flanking our sister;
keeping enough distance between us to give her space, but close
enough to protect her from any more troublemakers. Back home, I
pulled Criella aside.

 


“You want to talk about what
happened?”

 


“Nope.”

 


“I’m here if you need me,”

 


“For now.” They scoffed, and walked
off.

 


They had every right to be mad at me.
I was mad at myself. But I couldn’t stop. I had to keep going. My
promise to The Goddess of Death wasn’t fulfilled yet. Until it was,
Tasha would be haunted by the memories of what happened, and the
rest of my family would keep suffering for my mistake. My
failure.

 


Criella didn’t speak or write to me
for months after that.

 


I gave myself a few new scars that no
one ever noticed.


The Icy Nine

 


I fucking hate the
cold I thought as I rubbed my hands
together. If I wasn’t already blue-black,
I would be now. The thin leather gloves
didn’t help. I couldn’t put on anything warmer, or I’d risk losing
dexterity. This job better be over fast.
With nine of us, it has to. Why the fuck does one contract need
nine assassins anyway?

 


Nine of us trudged forward through the
snow, the two in back dragging full pine branches behind us to hide
our tracks. The wind blew flecks of snow into my face, making me
pull my mask a little higher over my nose. I couldn’t wait to be
out of this place. The leader paused at the far edge of a copse of
trees, beckoning us forward into a huddled mass. We waited,
listening. The only sounds around us were the howling wind and the
soft tap of snowflakes against the trees. Tension mounted. The fear
of being caught kept us silent.

 


“Let’s go,” Artimis whispered. The
leader of our group dashing ahead to forge a path for
us.

 


On and on we walked, always covering
our tracks. Always scattering to hide when the slightest signs of
life made themselves known. My patience was wearing thin. I could
move faster on my own. The cold expanse of snow and trees,
glittering too brightly even though the gray skies blotted out the
sun, could madden the most steadfast of minds. I was not one of
them.

 


It took nearly two hours to make our
way to the edge of the clearing that held a grand house covered in
icicles. Windows filled with golden light shone brightly against
the darkening day, reflecting on drifts, turning the blue glitter
to a sickly yellow. A grand house surrounded by traps. Suddenly I
was grateful for the others. More skilled hands meant better
chances of disabling everything. Artimis motioned for the two
Halflings to move forward. Swift as shadows they slunk forward and
undid the magical tripwire that was half hidden in the snow. They
crept as one to a lone post and marked a path around it before
darting back to the cover of the trees.

 


“There are several more traps between
here and the house. We should leave as many as we can intact. Less
suspicious that way” one of the Halflings said. A shock of pink
hair fell from under their hood, their small face still covered by
a mask and goggles. Beside them their spouse dusted snow from their
dark leathers, green eyebrows covered in tiny icicles, gray skin
looking even grayer in the shadows of the forest.

 


Artimis nodded and motioned me
forward. Staying low, I followed the Halflings’ path until I
reached a narrow trench interrupting the blank expanse of white.
Carefully, I followed it to the edge and reached down, feeling cold
metal that stung my fingertips through the gloves. It took a moment
of fumbling, but I found the latch and deactivated the mechanism.
The blade hidden just out of sight could no longer swing up.
Crouching there by the trap, I looked around for more. Boot prints
carved a winding trail, ice and dirty snow hard packed by people
tracing the same path over and over again. A fresh dusting of
powder hid the ice, making it all the more dangerous. A sigil
carved on a board half buried in a small snow drift faced away from
my right. An almost imperceptible trip wire sat taught across a
covered path leading from the back of the house. Retracing my
steps, I hurried back to the group.

 


“I think there’s a clear path around
the house. It looks like security guards use it on patrol, but they
haven’t been by for a few hours.” I said quietly.

 


Artimis nodded. “We take it in threes.
Every group uses a different entry point. This place is crawling
with people, so be careful.” They said, grouping them self with the
Halflings.

 


I stood next to a ginger Cat-Folk and
another Hell Spawn who were eyeing a second floor window we could
climb to.

 


The snow fell harder around us. It
clung to my eyelashes and flicked into my eyes, making me blink
rapidly in pain. Even with a cloth mask covering each of our faces,
little puffs of air hovered in front of our faces, carried off by
the stiff, freezing wind that whistled and screamed through the
trees like ghostly cries of agony, fitting for the contract that
called for us to kill an entire family. The servants were allowed
to live. Children were off limits by our own choice, though the
client assured us none were there.

 


Together we scaled the side of the
building and slipped in through an unlocked window, splitting up as
soon as we reached a warm hall of bright wood and candlelight that
flickered in the cold breeze that entered with us. Thick violet and
gold carpet muffled our steps. The rich scent of a feast drifted to
my nose, making my mouth water. They must have only just finished
dinner. Meats, cooked vegetables, baked desserts full of sugar and
vanilla all lingered together in an embarrassment of wealth and
opulence. Footsteps clomped up a set of stairs a few yards away,
and I ducked into a shadowy recess surrounded by potted plants. The
footsteps got closer, pausing at the top of the stairs. I couldn’t
chance poking my head out to look. Several heart pounding moments
later, they moved on, entering a room at the other end of the hall.
Time to move.

 


I pressed my ear against a nearby
door, my horn scraping softly against the wood. Someone snored
inside. The low crackle of flames told me a dying fire warmed their
hearth. I tried the handle. Locked. With practiced agility, I
retrieved my tools and picked the lock, listening for the
satisfying click that let me know I was successful. I tried the
handle again. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges while the
man inside slept on. I didn’t make a sound as I slipped in and
closed the door behind me. Ten paces to the bed. An older man lay
peacefully under the covers, breathing deeply. Graying chest hair
poked out from the neck of a silk night shirt. Blade unsheathed, I
watched him for a moment before plunging my dagger into his throat,
ensuring that he couldn’t scream. Blood gushed from the wound,
staining the bedding around him; turning his light pink flesh a
lovely crimson. The last gurgle of air blew a bubble in the blood,
and I pulled my dagger back out, whipping it clean on his shirt. A
swift search of the body uncovered a large gold ring on his right
hand. Perfect for an identifier- something we had to collect from
each body as proof of a completed job.

 


On to the next room. Another locked
door. Easy to pick. A slightly younger man with deep golden olive
skin padded across the floor into a bathroom on the left. Steam
rolled out, following the sound of water filling a tub. I locked
the door behind me and crept toward the bathroom, keeping myself
out of sight of the doorway. Pressing myself against the wall, I
waited for the man to shut off the water and climb in, enjoying the
steam as it flowed out.

 


At least my fingers and
toes aren’t numb anymore I
thought.

 


The taps squeaked, the rushing water
slowed to a drip; then stopped completely. The man groaned as the
gentle splash of water against flesh and metal echoed in the room.
I peeked in. His back was to the door. His whole body sagged into
the tub, leaving just his head and neck exposed. He never saw me
coming. The edge of my dagger dug deep across his throat, my hand
clamped tightly to his mouth. Thick, warm blood mingled with the
bath water, its cloying scent almost irritable. My pulse raced, my
mouth watering as the water turned pink, and then red with the
rushing blood that came in waves, his own heartbeat slowing. The
bath kept it hot, the copper odor mixing with the warmed copper
tub. Breathing deeply, I looked around for an identifier, this time
finding a monogrammed silver straight razor next to the sink. I
dipped the end of the blade in his blood, just to be safe. They
couldn’t say I just stole it if they had a blood-magic user examine
it. I repeated the process in the next room, the twenty-something
year old woman inside going out just as easily as the others. My
hand slipped on her black satin robe as I searched for jewelry, the
soft skin of her chest on my fingers sending an electric surge
through me.

 


“Sorry Ma’am,” I said to her corpse.
“I may be a killer, but consent is still important.” An emerald in
a fine metallic setting hung on a chain over her breastbone. “Don’t
think you’ll be needing this anymore though.” I said, shoving it
into the pouch on my belt, beside the other stolen
items.

 


Okay, final room. Go to the
door, listen in. No signs of people roaming around.
I unlocked the door and went inside.
Oh shit. I fucked up. A
couple lay asleep under the blanket, and a man sat beside the fire
a few feet away. Wide awake. My eyes met his in that brief moment,
and I froze.

 


“So they were right. There would be a
takeover attempt. You’ve been betrayed girlie.” He said in a gruff
voice.

 


The frown twisting his mouth was
almost comical. His eyebrows knit together in a look I had only
seen once I left the safety of my home village. Muscles tensed, I
made a break for the window. The man lunged at me, his hand
latching onto my ankle. I twisted and kicked, but he held firm. His
fingers dug into the leather of my boot, the sound grating at my
ears. His massive, meaty hand squeezed hard, the bones in my ankle
popping. I kicked again, connecting with his face.

 


“Fucking bitch. I got one in here!” He
screamed. Two more men, blood smeared on their white sleeves, burst
in and tackled me.

 


I couldn’t get free. One of them
pulled my legs out from under me and I fell hard, my head cracking
painfully against the windowsill. I woke up tied to a chair in a
hot, smoky room. The smell of burnt flesh made me cough. Stiff,
rough rope scratched against my shirt sleeves. The thick gauntlets
that usually protected my wrists were gone, along with the shoulder
guard and studded leather breastplate. All I had left was my tunic,
pants, and boots. If I was lucky, they hadn’t found the tiny knife
I kept hidden in the back of my waistband. I nudged it with my
knuckles, feeling the hardened steel with a sense of great
relief.

 


“Oh look, this one’s awake.” Said the
same man who had grabbed me.

 


The other eight members of my party
surrounded me, all of them tied to chairs, their heads all lolling
to the same side. Several bodyguard-types stood around a central
fire, a metal poker buried in the flames, its handle resting near
one’s thigh. He grinned manically at me when he noticed I was
looking.

 


“You’re next sweetheart,” He said,
nudging the poker. “You know, I’m surprised there’s only two of
your kind in your little group. Too many of you running around
stealing to come try to kill us?”

 


“What the fuck are you talking about?”
I asked.

 


“Your kind are blood thirsty. Hell
Spawn will look for any reason to kill a human, or someone who just
looks human.”

 


I laughed. “Maybe if you weren’t
dicks, people wouldn’t try to kill you.”

 


“You’re not people. You’re demons.
You’re fucking monsters prancing around like you have the right to
exist.” He spat.

 


“We have the same right as
you,”

 


“Bull shit. Your kind are
abominations. Just like those Half-Orcs,”

 


“You really shouldn’t say shit like
that,”

 


“Why not?”

 


“Because it’s racist.” I pushed off
hard with my toes, trying to tilt the chair backwards and smash it
against the floor.

 


“Catch her!” He called. Two guards
rushed toward me, slamming me back down with a heavy
jolt.

 


One guard held the chair I was tied
to, another gripped my hair and yanked my head to the right,
exposing the side of my neck. The guard with the poker strode
forward holding what I quickly realized wasn’t a poker at all. Red
hot metal in the shape of an XI preceded him. Bits of seared flesh
clung to it. A fucking brand.

 


“Nine of you, a little nine for your
necks so no one will forget how fucking stupid you all were. Once
they find your bodies.” He said, pushing it firmly against my
skin.

 


Pain wracked through my body, and I
screamed. The two holding me in place pushed harder, keeping me
from moving too much. I tried to flick my wrist, hoping to use that
bloodline magic to set the bastards on fire, but the ropes locked
them in place.

 


“Fuck,” The man said, pulling the
branding iron away. “It’s not taking too well. We’ll have to do it
again.”

 


Another voice spoke out from the
corner behind me. “She’s a Hell Spawn. They’re resistant to
burns.”

 


“So it’s going to take a few tries?”
The man asked, sounding far too happy.

 


“We should tattoo her. And the other
one. I don’t want to keep smelling this all night.”

 


Disappointed, he set the branding iron
down and walked away.

 


“Here, we need healed skin for this.”
The voice behind me said, and a hand touched my neck. The pain
faded and cooled. No more half-hearted brand.

 


A sinewy woman covered in tattoos
settled herself on a stool beside me and got to work without a
word. I was amazed at the speed with which she carved into me.
Instead of searing pain, a prickly stinging the size of my hand
covered my neck, radiating onto my throat and spine. She admired
her work, touching up various spots she must have missed, whipping
the blood and excess ink away with a square of damp
fabric.

 


“Move onto the next one,” The person
behind me said.

 


The four of them fell upon the other
Hell Spawn, holding him down and inking his flesh. He screamed. I
didn’t even know his name. Anger welled within me. We had to get
out. We were going to burn this whole fucking house
down.

 


Five minutes after they all left, I
finally spoke. “Any of you still alive?”

 


Eight pitiful ‘yeah’s
answered.

 


“Work fast. We’re getting out of this
room and finishing this.” I said.

 


One by one we worked ourselves free,
those who got out quickly helping the rest of us slip our bonds. On
Atrimis’ signal we searched the room, finding a couple tools to use
as weapons that we distributed to the heaviest hitters. The
Halflings listened at the only door in the room, trying to figure
out how many people were near.

 


“Three guards. One is sleeping. The
other two are talking and going through our things.” One of them
said.

 


The other Hell Spawn stood in the back
and gingerly touched his neck, groaning in pain.

 


“Hey, you good?” I said, whipping
sweat from my forehead.

 


His fingers hovered over his neck
again. “Yeah, I know I have less to complain about, but damn this
hurts.”

 


“What’s your name?”

 


“Evan,” He said, smiling
weakly.

 


“Look Evan. We’re going to get our
revenge on these people. Use that pain, and channel it into anger.
Kill as many of these assholes as you can.” I said, looking
directly into his shining white eyes.

 


“Pay attention.” Artimis snapped. “On
the count of three, you two open the doors,” They said, pointing to
the Halflings. “You three rush in and take out the guards.” They
nodded at a burly human and two menacing looking Half-Orcs. “The
rest of us spread out. Keep watch for anyone else showing
up.”

 


They counted and we burst out the
door. The human and Half-Orcs struck the three guards with brutal
precision. In no time at all, their heads looked like ground meat
and jelly. In a flurry of soft metallic clicks and the ruffling of
many pouches, we were once again fully armed and our treasures
secured. No one came to check on the noise.

 


I looked around the room, making sure
we didn’t miss anything. It was set up like a dingy dining hall.
Wooden plates and goblets littered the two heavily scratched
tables. Torches lined the walls and a heavy looking metal
chandelier hung from a thick chain at the center of the ceiling. A
pile of rags filled one corner, stinking of sweat and dirt. A large
closed door on one wall led to a staircase and the faint scent of
food. Two more doors sat on either side of the one we came out of.
Curiosity got the better of me. Through a small square window in
the wood I could see a brightly lit room. A woman sat tied to a
chair in the center, chains snaking from their feet to anchor
points in the wall. Blood dripped in a thick rope from their mouth.
Something about her held my attention and as I watched, she moved.
Silvery-blue hair fell from a loose braid, like it had been pulled
repeatedly. Her light skin almost shined in the light, even with
the blood and bruises spattered across it. She looked up; her eyes
shimmered with magic and fear.

 


The blade that slammed through the
tiny window bit into my cheek, drawing a line of blood from my jaw
to my temple.

 


“Stay back! I’ll kill her!” The woman
on the other side of the door said. All I could see of her was a
leather gauntlet and a thick glove wrapped around the hilt of a
thin sword.

 


I didn’t think. Turning the handle, I
kicked as hard as I could against the heavy door. The woman holding
the sword fell with a grunt, the blade skittering out of her grasp
to rest in the far corner. Her leg swung out, catching me around
the knees. I crumbled, landing hard on my hand.

 


“Fuck,” I muttered, pain shooting up
through my wrist.

 


“We won’t let you take them back!
They’re ours.” The woman shouted, struggling to her knees and
grasping clumsily for the dagger on my belt.

 


My elbow connected painfully with her
face, the sickening crunch of her nose breaking made me cringe but
I kept hitting her. As she reeled back in pain, I yanked the dagger
from its sheath and plunged it up between her third and fourth
ribs. It felt like cutting through a fat deer. The blade dragged
through her leather armor but once it pierced the back side, it
slid easily through the muscle and organs, the tip buffeted by the
beating of her heart.

 


Her gaze shifted between the dagger
and my face, her eyes growing wide. Blood and spittle trailed out
of her mouth, her fingers pushing weakly against my
hand.

 


“Enough of this,” Artimis said,
striding up behind her and shoving their own dagger through the
guard’s neck.

 


As the life rapidly drained from her
eyes, I removed my dagger with a thick spurt of blood, whipping it
off on her shirt before stumbling to my feet and untying the
silver-haired woman’s hands. My fingers fumbled on my lock picks,
making it take even longer to undo the chains around her
legs.

 


“You saved me,” At first I wasn’t sure
I heard her. Her voice was tiny and weak. Her swollen lips barely
moved.

 


“Yeah, I did.” I said softly. “Now
let’s get you up.”

 


“Fear,” Artimis warned.

 


“We aren’t leaving her
here,”

 


“None of us are going to help you. If
you want to go off mission, do it yourself.” They said, walking
away.

 


The silver-haired woman groaned in
pain, her body sagging against mine as I lifted her to her feet,
slinging her arm around my shoulders. With a shaking hand, she
pointed to the other closed door in the dining hall-like
room.

 


The guard’s words suddenly came back
to me. “Is there someone in there?” I asked her.

 


She nodded, exposing pointed
ears.

 


“Fuck, okay.”

 


I tried the handle, but the door
wouldn’t budge. “I need to set you down again. I can’t unlock it
while holding you up,”

 


With my help, the woman sank into a
chair, her head resting against the high back.

 


“We don’t have time for this. We need
to finish the job,” Artimis said, voice tight.

 


“I’m not leaving her or anyone else
these assholes are holding prisoner.”

 


“Here,” One of the Halflings said,
pressing a healing potion into the Elf’s hand. She drank it, almost
choking on the liquid. Her wounds closed, the bleeding slowing and
then stopping.

 


“Thanks,”

 


The door I had been working opened
with a click.

 


“You’re not Shattergang goons.” The
Elf said.

 


“No,”

 


She dashed inside the little room and
came back out quickly with a young girl in tow. “Thank you for your
help. I need to get her home, and if I can, I’ll come back to help
you.”

 


With the touch of a stone tied to her
belt, she and the girl blinked out in a flash of light and a
dusting of glittering snow.

 


Artimis narrowed their eyes at me.
“You good to go now?”

 


I nodded. “Ready.”

 


Without another word we climbed the
stone stairs into a dark room. Pots and pans reflected the little
light coming from the windows. It was either very early morning, or
the next night. I hoped we hadn’t stayed the day here unconscious.
The dying embers of a fire in a large hearth made ghostly orange
lights beneath ash and wood like the distant gates of Hell. The
house was quiet, the staff in bed until they had to prepare
breakfast. This time working as a group, we went through every
room, taking any trinkets that weren’t easily identifiable as the
family’s; killing everyone. Thankfully it was just adults. I didn’t
know if I could handle killing children, no matter how angry I
was.

 


When it was all over Evan lit a torch
and ignited several pieces of furniture and the curtains in the
sitting room. We walked out, careful to skirt around the remaining
traps in the yard. As we reached the trees, a small pulse of light
flashed a few feet away, and that Elf woman reappeared. Her bruises
were healed and the swelling had gone down.

 


“I take it I missed the fun part.” She
said. “Name’s Torvi.”

 


The others hurried away, ignoring
me.

 


“Hi,” I said.

 


“Are they upset with you for doing
it?”

 


“They’ll live.”

 


“You didn’t have to save me. You could
have just left,”

 


“No, I couldn’t have.”

 


“Thank you,”

 


“Don’t mention it.”

 


She sighed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t
help. I tried to get back sooner to help out, but travel between
realms can get . . . weird.”

 


I perked up. “You’re a Wild Elf.” I
said.

 


She bowed. “Very good. Have much
experience with the Mystic Realm?”

 


I shook my head. “No, but we need to
leave. Why don’t we talk about this while we walk?”

 


She looked at something in her pocket.
“Sorry, can’t. Have to get back to the job. Maybe next time,
sweetheart.” She said with a playful smirk, and vanished in another
burst of light.

 


The walk back to where we left our
horses was much easier. We could move faster. We didn’t have to
hide, and we could actually talk.

 


“Anyone know how they found out what
was going on?” The human asked.

 


“There was a guard in my last room,” I
said, voice muffled by the mask. “He said someone sold us out. They
were warned about us.”

 


Artimis stopped and turned to me. “You
serious?”

 


I nodded, a clump of new fallen snow
sliding off my hood. Every inch of me felt completely frozen again.
I stood there, rubbing my hands together, hoping we would start
walking again.

 


They swore in a language I didn’t
understand. “Job’s not over yet. We need to find out who the hell
betrayed us.”

 


We walked faster, carving trenches in
the powdery snow with our shins, our jackets and cloaks leaving
drag marks behind us. Even though it took only half the time, we
were still frozen solid when we reached the horses. A large plume
of smoke hidden in the clouds and thick white air behind us warmed
our souls, if not our bodies. This long into the storm, no one
would come to put out the fire any time soon. If they could even
tell it existed. The windows in the few buildings on this road were
all dark. No one rushed between buildings, looking for cover from
the cold. All was as quiet as a small neighborhood in the middle of
the night should be.

 


Artimis led the charge into the guild
hall, striding up to the client. They slammed their hands down on
the table along with the contract, making a glass of wine rattle.
“We have a problem.”

 


The client daubed their spilled drink
with a napkin. “Were you unable to finish the job?” They asked
calmly.

 


“Oh we finished it all right. Every
last one of them is dead. And we almost got dead with them.” They
said, exposing the brand on their neck. We followed suit. “They
knew we were coming.”

 


The client, a Half-Giant male with red
skin and no hair, looked too calm. “Oh?”

 


We all placed our hands on our
weapons, ready to strike.

 


“I don’t know who could have warned
them, but I do expect proof of completion.” They said. We all
placed the identifiers on the table in front of him. He picked
through them, touching each in turn without saying a word. Finally,
“Well done. Here’s your gold” He said, placing a satchel of coins
into Artimis’ hands. “Here’s a bit extra for burning down their
house.” A smaller bag sat on top of it.

 


Artimis looked between him and the
bags. Apparently satisfied that he was telling the truth, they led
us to a back room and divided the payment between us. We never did
find who betrayed us, but word had it that it was a third rival
group who wanted to take out the client and get in good with the
Shattergang family while eliminating a few of them in one simple
move. Make it easier for them to take over the whole area without
sacrificing their own people.

 


Rumors soon started about the nine
people who suddenly had brands and tattoos on their necks the day
the Shattergang mansion in Farroad burned down, killing the entire
family. Some people even came close to guessing the truth, but they
never really knew. They just whispered about those Ice-Covered Nine
as if we were omens of a long awaited tragedy. That was fine by
me.


Wild Elves Are Weird:

 


Torvi found me one night in a meadow,
huddled under a blanket by a small fire for warmth.

 


“Are you hiding from someone?” She
asked.

 


“No. I’m just not always welcome in
most towns. I get stared at a lot. Guards follow me once they
realize what I am.” I grumbled. “What are you doing
here?”

 


“I owe you. You saved my life. I am in
your debt. Why do guards follow you?”

 


I grunted and used my tail to point to
my horns. “I’m a Hell Spawn. Lots of people don’t trust my kind.
They think we’re all thieves or are violent.”

 


“Why would they think that? You seem
fine to me.”

 


“Our ancestors made deals with demons,
so some of their offspring look like me.”

 


“Wait. They judge you for having horns
and a tail? Just because of something your ancestors did?” She
said, looking disgusted.

 


I shrugged. “Being reminded of the
Hells, and the existence of dark powers scares them.”

 


“How do your people feel about
it?”

 


I frowned. “I can’t speak for all of
us. But some aren’t bothered by it. They’re good people, focused on
doing good deeds. They take virtue names to reflect their
personalities. Some of us just try to live normal lives. Others . .
. well, we lean into the assumptions. We become the things people
fear because we feel like we have no other option.”

 


“Oh. Fair enough. Why did you save me
anyways? You didn’t have to.”

 


“I wasn’t going to leave someone to
die a slow death, tied to a chair in some dungeon.”

 


“Is that why you helped me get the
child out also?”

 


“Pretty much. If I had known it was a
child in there, I would have done more.”

 


After a brief pause she said “I can’t
thank you enough,”

 


“Really, don’t mention it,” I shifted
under my blanket, uncomfortable. “You didn’t deserve to stay down
there. You were on a job, just like us.”

 


Torvi sat down next to me and offered
me a chunk of dried meat from her pack. I sniffed it, suspicious.
“It’s not poisoned.” She snorted, taking a piece for
herself.

 


“I thought Elves don’t eat meat.” I
said, nibbling on a corner.

 


“Wild Elves are a bit different. We
eat what’s available, and sometimes that’s just meat.”

 


It was good. Lightly spiced, smoky,
and not too tough. I was still wary around her, but something about
her presence put me more at ease than if it was someone else
sitting with me that night. It was cold, and I was amped up,
anxious to take another contract. The more work I did, the less
time I had to think about life. While it was wonderful to have
someone I could trust to not kill me, I was getting used to being
completely on my own. Having no interaction with people for days on
end was far too normal, but I still hadn’t found many ways to pass
the down time constructively. We talked about how I took to drawing
scenes from the wilderness I passed through: Flowers, old ruins;
abandoned houses sitting beside constantly traveled roads. Those
were the loneliest of all. Some people saw a Hell Spawn coming, and
refused to look at me. They shuffled off to one side, trying to
avoid contact. Other people showed open disdain. They glowered at
me, clutching their belongings to their chest. I learned to ignore
the people who spit at me.

 


Sometimes I gathered the
random little trinkets and supplies I liberated from marks and
tried to combine them into something my siblings might enjoy. They,
like the drawings, were terrible. The best of them was a silk robe
I embroidered with a dragon in silver thread. The worst was a
little jade frog I encrusted in loose gems. It looked diseased.
That night, though, my fingers were too stiff to even try making
something. I just lay there, shivering, wishing I had a fur pelt to
curl up under. My thoughts trailed back to evenings spent with
friends in front of a roaring fire, eating snacks our parents or
grandparents made, telling each other scary stories. Cayden holding
my hand. A warm, soft bed. Tears and mucus froze to my face.
But I have to keep going. I won’t stop until The
Goddess of Death fulfills her promise. If
Torvi noticed, she didn’t say anything. I appreciated
that.

 


It took hours to finally fall
asleep.

 


The next morning I woke to find Torvi
leaning against a tree, making arrows.

 


“Morning, sleepyhead,” She said
jovially.

 


“What are you even doing here? I’m not
in any more danger than usual.” I said, rising. The high sun warmed
the area, frost melting to thick mud.

 


“I got time off. Figured I’d check in
on you. Make sure you’re good.”

 


“You a bounty hunter or
something?”

 


“I’m not that special” She said with a
derisive snort. “I’m a scout. We take time off to make sure we’re
at the top of our game when we’re on duty.”

 


“I take it you don’t like your job.” I
stretched, my back popping.

 


“My family wanted me to be a soldier
therefore I’m a soldier. It’s what was expected of me.”

 


I laughed half-heartedly to myself. “I
actually understand that. What did you want to be?”

 


“Doesn’t matter. Loyalty to the family
and nation is what matters. You do what was expected of
you?”

 


“For a while. I was part of the family
business. I might have taken it over at some point, but things
change.”

 


“They still alive?” She asked,
studying my face.

 


“Yes. I was just called to do
something else for them.”

 


“Were they okay with that?” Her voice
was low. Expectant.

 


“Yeah, they supported it. I guess now
they expect me to just be me. To do my best, no matter what I
decide on. Loyalty only matters if you actually feel
it.”

 


“Must be nice.” She mumbled. Then
louder, “Do your best no matter what. I heard that a
lot.”

 


I paused, debating on telling her. I
could feel the pain rolling off her. The disappointment in herself.
“There’s one thing they expected of me that I never did. Probably
never will.”

 


She looked up, half smiling. “Oh yeah,
and what would that be?”

 


“I was supposed to get
married.”

 


Her eyes widened. “You skipped out on
an engagement? How scandalous. You leave them at the alter or
something?”

 


“It never got that far,” I said,
suddenly defensive. “It was an arranged marriage. Part of a deal
our parents made long ago. I was actually friends with the guy, so
I didn’t mind. He was pretty hot too.”

 


Torvi grimaced. “So why did you leave
him?”

 


I sighed. She might as well know. “My
sister was kidnapped a couple years ago. We tracked down the people
who took her, and got her back, but it messed her up. I left when a
Goddess offered me a deal to help her. I had to leave him
behind.”

 


“You ever get to see any of them
again?” She asked, shifting closer.

 


“My family. I meet with them every so
often. Cayden went on to better things, so he’s not really around.”
That was kind of a lie. He was still in Hell’s Gate. He performed
at the library and a few pubs most days. He asked my family about
me. I just couldn’t bring myself to go talk to him. To get close
enough to see him.

 


“What does he look like?”

 


“Bright purple skin. Black mohawk,
black eyes. He has such a sweet smile,” I said, thinking back. “And
this infectious laugh. You can’t help but laugh too”

 


“He sounds nice.”

 


“He is. Was. I don’t know. It’s been
almost two years. He could have changed.” My smile
faded.

 


I wished I could have said a proper
good bye. I wished he could have come with me somehow, but this
wasn’t a good life for him. He was gentle and kind. He didn’t enjoy
bloodshed. He didn’t have anger issues. The life of a bard was
better for him. It was far safer for him than anything I did. He
would have had fun in some of the taverns and guild houses I come
across, but those places are rough. Too rough for a sweet, gentle
soul like him.

 


“You could go back one day. Once your
deal is done.” She said encouragingly.

 


I sighed again, my shoulders dropping.
“He shouldn’t have to wait for me. This could take years. And he’s
such a good person, he’ll probably find someone more deserving of
him the second he starts looking.”

 


She patted my arm, wanting to say
something but couldn’t seem to find the right words.

 


“Hey,” I said, half joking. “You put
another spell on me? I don’t talk this much to anyone.”

 


She laughed. “I think this is called
‘being best friends.’ I’ve seen it before. Some person shows up in
your life, and you’re like ‘this is the one. We’re going on
adventures together’. My soul recognized a kindred
spirit”

 


I rolled my eyes. Best friends. Sure.
She was probably right, but I wasn’t going to admit it.

 


A stick snapped somewhere ahead of us.
We froze. Leaves crunched under multiple feet. It sounded like
boots, not hooves. Our hands clasped our weapons as we searched the
trees. More feet creeping closer.

 


A tall Elven man with long flowing
auburn hair, dressed in reds and browns stepped out from behind a
tree.

 


“Torvi, you need to come back.” He
said.

 


“I’m not on duty.” She said, putting
her bow back.

 


I raised my cross bow a little higher,
pulling out a bolt with my other hand.

 


“You don’t have a choice,”

 


In one swift movement, I knocked the
bolt and aimed the cross bow at the man’s head. He drew an arrow
and aimed it at me just as quickly.

 


“The lady said no,” I
called.

 


“Wait!” Torvi shouted, putting a hand
on my shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s my responsibility. I have to
go.”

 


“He’s not making you leave.” I said
clearly so the Elf dude could hear.

 


“Make your little friend put down her
weapon, or we take her horns as trophies.”

 


Torvi stepped in front of me. “You
don’t have to put yourself in danger for me. You barely know
me.”

 


“Doesn’t matter. He’s not making you
go anywhere you don’t want to go.”

 


Her face softened and she stepped
away, towards the man. “It’s not that simple Sweetheart. Loyalty to
family remember? I’ll catch you next time. Don’t get yourself
killed, please. It’s rare I make friends.”

 


They walked off, leaving me to wonder
what the hell just happened.


That Escalated Quickly:

 


It took me three months to find a
potion maker who claimed they could make a solution that would
change my appearance at will. I knew magic could do it, but those
skills were beyond me. All I needed was the temporary ability to
disguise myself on missions. Not several years of studying the
mystical arts.

 


I sat alone in a rented room above a
tavern in the center of town. Another nameless place full of people
I didn’t care about. Another job waiting to get done. The sparkling
silver-white potion swirled in the bottle, casting a rainbow on the
floor. The strong metallic scent tickled my nose. I drank it in two
gulps, the liquid burning on the way down, making me cough and
wheeze. It was worse than the hard liquor I snuck a drink of as a
young teen. For a while nothing happened. I sat there, staring at
myself in the mirror, willing myself to look like an old human
woman.

 


Pain gripped my stomach. All the air
left my lungs in a great whoosh. I doubled over, screaming silently
in agony. The burning pain spread to my hands and feet. Every bone
and joint in my body popped. Even my hair hurt. I fell to the
floor, praying for it all to end. I couldn’t take it anymore. My
throat was on fire. My ears rang so loud everyone in the street had
to hear it. After an eternity, I passed out. My vision faded to
pure, startling white. Not a single sound escaped me.

 


I awoke at sunset, a puddle
of drool just below my parted lips. Every part of me ached like I
had been in battle for days. Slowly, painfully, I pushed myself up,
vision still dark around the edges. I stumbled to my feet and over
to the full length mirror. Focus.
I was still alone in the room. With effort, I
stood up straight and gazed into the mirror. I almost fell over
again.

 


It was still me in the reflection, but
something had gone horribly wrong. I touched my skin, trying to
make sure it wasn’t an illusion. No, it was me all right. My blue
black skin was splotched with white. Patches of it spread across my
face and hands. Fumbling, I yanked my clothes off and studied the
rest of my body. The same scars littered my torso and limbs, but
some were highlighted by pearlescent white patches of all different
sizes.

 


Utter rage quickly replaced the pain
and surprise as I pulled my clothes back on. That potion maker had
a lot of explaining to do. Shoving my hands into gloves, I hid my
face in my hood and stomped down into the street, bee lining right
for that bastard’s store.

 


The entrance was hidden in a side
ally, the outer walls flecked with mud and grime. The door opened
with groan.

 


“Hello?” He called. “Oh, you. Are you
enjoying your potion?”

 


A quick glance around the room told me
we were alone. I strode over to him quickly, not caring to hide the
sound of my steps. Pulling my hood off, I leaned over the counter
and got in his face.

 


“What do you think?” I
hissed.

 


His eyes widened and he stumbled back
into a shelf. “Oh, uh. . . This isn’t your intended
outcome?”

 


I
growled.



“This c-c-can sometimes h-h-happen. I
believe I t-t-told you there were potential side
effects.”

 


“Fix. This.” I said, reaching for a
dagger.

 


“I can’t!” He squeaked. “This is a
rare potion, and an effect like this is even rarer. I don’t think
anyone would know how to fix this.”

 


I stiffened, forcing my face to go
neutral. “Fine,”

 


“Fine?” His voice went up another
octave.

 


I smiled, showing my fangs. “If
there’s really nothing you can do. . .”

 


“No, I’m so sorry.”

 


I turned, coming face to face with
another mirror. The white patches across my skin looked like paint
splatter.

 


“It’s not so bad. You keep your face
hidden most of the time in your trade anyways.” The shopkeeper
said, moving behind me.

 


My expression hardened again. He took
a step back, still terrified. With a soft sound of steel on leather
I pulled my sword out and swung behind me, the blade slicing
cleanly through his throat. In an instant the front of his shirt
was soaked through. His hand clamped around the wound, trying to
stem the bleeding, but it was useless. Air sucked through his
fingers. Blood hit the merchandise before him. With a pained, wet
sound he fell to his knees, still trying to breathe. I listened to
him die as I grabbed potions and money from behind the counter. The
last of his blood seeped into the floorboards beneath him,
squishing under my feet when I stepped over his body. I took a
moment to ensure my hood and mask covered my face completely before
I left, locking the door behind me.

 


Once outside, I threw a small pouch of
coins to a group of Hell Spawn children playing in the dirt. They
stared at me in wonder. A few shop owners stared at us with a sour
look on their faces, waiting for us to leave. The children gathered
their little wooden toys, shoulders sagging.

 


“Hey. Don’t let racist assholes change
who you are or where you spend your time. You have every right to
play in a public area.” I said.

 


The nearest shop owner grumbled and
stomped back into their store, closing the door hard behind
them.

 


“Hey,” A particularly dirty child
said, walking slowly up to me. “Um. . .Can . . . can I ask you
something?”

 


I knelt down, trying to keep the
little splotches of white skin on my face hidden. “What’s
up?”

 


They shuffled closer. “Are people mean
to you?” They said softly.

 


“Sometimes.”

 


“What do you do about it?”

 


“I ignore most of them. They don’t get
to say where I go or what I do. But if they try to hurt me or
someone else, I hurt them back.”

 


The child’s eyes went wide. “My mom
says that’s bad. That I should try to be better than those
people.”

 


I lifted their chin with my index
finger. “You already are. Being better doesn’t mean we let people
walk all over us. It means we don’t judge people because of what
they look like.”

 


They nodded and smiled. “Thanks.” They
said.

 


Time to pack up and move on to the
job.


Santa Claws:

 


I would have completed this contract
for free. This guy was an asshole. I had been hired to take out a
land baron who had a habit of evicting tenants and forcing them
into the workhouses that he also happened to own. Lots of hard
working families lost everything because of him. There were also
rumors of him abusing the women in his service in ways that made me
want to cut off his junk. He made killing him even easier by only
keeping one guard on duty at night. A guard whose family he had
evicted and abused. It only took a handful of gold coins to
convince the guard to go to bed before midnight. He threw in the
unlocked door for free.

 


The baron’s bedroom was warm, heavy
curtains fighting against the bitter cold of a mid-winter night.
His plush bed looked cozy and comfortable piled high with blankets.
A thick robe hung off a post next to the bedside table that held an
expensive bottle of whisky and an elaborate crystal
glass.

 


I straddled him, gazing down on his
naturally angry face. Deep snoring breath lifted his thick chest.
The bed shifted under my knees, pushing me down further on top of
him. He moved his hips, his hands suddenly resting against my legs.
I gagged. Even in his sleep he was disgusting. Taking a single
cross bow bolt in both hands, I dragged the tip up over his ample
stomach and aimed for his heart. He didn’t wake until it pierced
the organ, sinking the bolt in as far as I could. The anger in his
eyes quickly became fear, the dim reflection of my horns peeking
out from my dark, fur lined cloak blending with the shadows
overtaking his irises. I dug my knees into his chest, bracing
myself. The bolt stuck inside him, resisting my yanking. His back
lifted from his bed, following the twisting and pulling metal.
Rising to my feet, I placed one boot firmly against his sternum and
pulled with all my might. His ribs crunched, making his chest sink
an inch around my shoe. The metal bolt came free with a wet pop. He
died without much fanfare or noise.

 


Let’s have fun with
this.

 


Working quickly, I dumped the whisky
out of the bottle beside us and filled it with his blood. Tipping
him to one side with the opening just below the wound, and propping
his back against my legs, I pressed on either side of the hole to
force more blood out. Once the large bottle was full, I let him
fall back onto the bed, considering what to do next.

 


May as well. .
.

 


I moved the pile of blankets aside and
stabbed his groin a few times. It was just a shame he couldn’t
scream. I stabbed one more time for good measure, twisting the
blade around to create even more damage.

 


Meandering through the house, I picked
out every item of decent value I could find, and all of the small
trinkets that children might enjoy. Tea sets, tiny gold statues,
jewelry with all sorts of gems, and ceramic knick knacks weighed
down my pockets and bags. There was an entire library full of books
I could have taken, but after finding several with drawings of
young women in disgusting poses with old men, I vomited into a
trash can and left the room, throwing them into a happily burning
fire. I even found an extra bag, and shoved it full of half the
food from the kitchen. Fresh fruits and cured meats followed me
around with the spicy scent of winter.

 


My breath came out in wispy white
puffs as I trudged outside, laden down with food and stolen goods.
The servants’ quarters was a much smaller house at the back of the
property, dark and cold, echoing with the sounds of people in a
deep sleep. It took a moment to unlock the door, but I crept inside
and left a silver kettle and bone tea set on the kitchen table
along with a small stack of coins. Someone stirred upstairs and I
hurried out, not wanting to face someone who may not know why I was
there. If the guard was smart, he would have forgotten about me the
moment I paid him.

 


The local thieves guild hide out was
on the other side of town, which made for a perfect opportunity to
unburden myself by sneaking into people’s houses and leaving random
assortments of items in their kitchen or sitting rooms. Poor
families with children got extra food and a few more coins. At
every home I visited, I poured some blood onto my fingers and left
claw marks on their door, dragging my wet fingertips across the
wood in a long slash.

 


Is this too dark? Am I
being too creepy? I thought, stopping to
admire the marks as they froze. Nah, this
is fun. Ghost stories and memories of the dead are an important
part of Yule. It’s a celebration of life starting over
again.

 


Dawn came cold and gray, promising a
fresh layer of snow. Once paid for my work, I cleaned up and slunk
out of town, bundled against the cold in so many furs that I looked
like some hulking beast. Or Krampus. Hiding amongst the trees at
the edge of the road, I waited for a moment, seeing lights flair in
windows quickly followed by gleeful shouts of surprise and then
horror at the drying blood as they dashed outside to talk to their
neighbors. Laughter. A family at the edge of town hugged on their
doorstep, praising their gods for the blessing.

 


Patting the pocket with the things I
kept for my family, I headed home. A well-crafted dagger for
Criella, a jeweled cuff the right size for Tasha’s horn, a watch
for Father, Gold earrings for Mother, and fine silver scissors for
Grandmother would bring smiles to all their faces this year. A sack
of platinum and gold sat hidden in a secret pocket on the inside of
my armor, creating an uncomfortable lump against my stomach. I
thought about all the death I had brought in the past year,
wondering if The Goddess of Death was satisfied. It would make a
wonderful surprise to find Tasha back to her old self, the memories
of that fateful time gone forever.

 


Happy Yule to
me.

 


A fat raven cawed at me from a tree
branch. I saluted. It hopped down to a lower branch and cawed
again.

 


“I take it you have a message.” I
said, stopping to look up at it. It stared at me with unblinking
eyes, expectant.

 


Clearing a patch of snow, I settled
down beside the road and closed my eyes. In a flapping of many
wings, I fell into a vision of shining glass and glossy
feathers.

 


“You’ve come so far,” The haunting
voice of my goddess surrounded me. “but your promise has not been
fulfilled yet.”

 


I frowned. “Any idea on how long it
will take?”

 


She laughed, a sound like breaking
glass and a huge flock of birds screaming as they took flight.
“Still so impatient.”

 


“Can I owe you? Fix Tasha, and I’ll
work for you for the rest of my life.”

 


“That’s not how this works.” She said
softly. “Do you regret pledging yourself to me?”

 


I shook my head. “Never. I like this
life too much.”

 


“You only have one friend. You don’t
get to see your family often. Or your former lover.”

 


That cut deeper than
expected.

 


“I’m keeping them safe by staying
away. They’re better off without me hanging around all the time.” I
said.

 


“You’re afraid you might hurt them.”
It wasn’t a question. She knew. “You like killing so much, you know
being an exterminator like your father wouldn’t be enough for
you.”

 


“You chose me for a reason. I
shouldn’t be around decent people for long.”

 


“Yet you did a wonderful thing for
those families. You gave them hope. You gave them food and money to
pay off debts. You set them free from the person who ended many
lives before their time.”

 


“Yeah, well . . .”

 


She waited. “Well, what?”

 


“There’s nothing wrong with giving
back a bit. Even monsters can be kind on occasion.”

 


“Is that how you see yourself? As a
monster? Do only monsters serve me?”

 


“It’s nothing against you, my Goddess.
‘Normal’ people just don’t enjoy killing as much as I
do.”

 


“Normal.” She said with a quiet laugh.
“Normal for the Gods is a nightmare for most people. You are not
like those from your former life. You are something different. You
are normal for one who is called to greater things. To
adventure.”

 


“Adventure? You want me to go rescue
damsels in distress now?” I asked, equally amused and
horrified.

 


“If that is what is asked of you.
Doing good deeds is good for your soul. And adventure is a great
way for you to expand and to find more souls to give me. Keep watch
for the right party to travel with. It may take time, but you’ll
find them.”

 


I woke to the midday sun shining
brightly above me. The air was still painfully cold, but I had new
orders. Adventure, it was.


Jewels Are A Hell Spawn’s Best Friend:

 


It had been a frustrating week. I was
bruised, tired, and annoyed. I needed to let loose, so when Torvi
showed up, I decided to take the opportunity to show her a good
time like only a thief and assassin could.

 


Cue the music.

 


“Are you sure about this?” Torvi asked
as we snuck around the outside of The Degenerates Dance
Hall.

 


“Yeah, I do this on occasion. It’s
fun. And we get loot.” I said, grinning.

 


It had taken days and too much gold to
secure the magic traps I needed, but with Torvi’s help, everything
was in place. We just needed to find a good vantage point and
wait.

 


The ball room was legally ‘The Golden
Fountain” but everyone who knew what kind of people frequented the
place called it ‘The Degenerates Dance Hall’. Everyone there of
their own free will had coin to spare, and a lot of them outdid me
in terms of blood lust and violence. That’s why I didn’t mind
stopping by every so often and robbing them blind.

 


“You ever kill anyone here?” She
asked, snapping me from my thoughts.

 


“A couple times.” At the look she gave
me, I added “They deserved it though. You have to understand. All
the willing guests here are terrible people.”

 


“Willing guests?”

 


“They have slaves.” I
shrugged.

 


“People here have slaves?” Her voice
rose rapidly.

 


“Shhhh.” I hissed. “Keep it down. And
yes, rich people have slaves. Don’t your lords and kings have them
in the Mystic Realm?”

 


“Of course not!” She said, indignant.
“The royal family and the nobles have servants, but they’re well
paid. We don’t enslave people. It’s barbaric. Racism. Slavery. This
world is awful.”

 


“You’re not wrong. One of the people I
killed had a lot of slaves. They were particularly cruel to them,
so my dagger found its way into their stomach.”

 


Torvi paused for a moment, thinking.
“Do you enjoy killing people?”

 


“Yes, I do. It’s why I was so willing
to become a Reaper. Is that a problem?”

 


She hesitated. “No. As long as you
don’t go on a murder spree and kill a bunch of kids or
something.”

 


I faced her, suddenly very serious.
“I’m not going to do that. I may be a monster, but I’m not
evil.”

 


“You’re not a monster,” She said,
laughing uncomfortably. “You’re just . . . different.”

 


I laughed, showing a lot of fang.
“Different. That’s one way of putting it.”

 


Quiet conversation aside, we found a
hiding spot near a back door, close to the actual dance floor. It
was poorly lit but well used, so no one would be suspicious at
seeing two people lurking around for a while. Just a couple more
degenerates enjoying the environment.

 


We waited. As soon as the large crowd
filled the floor, I threw the metal ball hidden in my pocket. The
magic inside of it activated, connecting with the other magic balls
we had hidden around the room earlier that day. Bolts of blue
lightning shot between them, and every person inside fell to the
floor, unconscious.

 


“Come on,” I said, tapping Torvi on
the arm with the back of my hand. “We only have two
minutes.”

 


We rushed in, bags held open as we
pulled rings from fingers and necklaces from necks. We liberated
gold, platinum, and silver coins. Delicate bracelets, and thick
cuffs. I recognized another thief from a nearby guild, neck
dripping with jewels, and gave him a swift kick for the hell of
it.

 


“Why are so many of them covered in
diamonds?” Torvi asked, holding up a handful of rings.

 


I smiled. “You know what they say.
Jewels are a girl’s best friend. Or Hell Spawn’s.”

 


“What?” She said, looking
amused.

 


“It’s an old song from a musical play.
My sister Tasha used to make me listen to them. We couldn’t always
afford tickets so we’d hide by the stage door.”

 


“Do you remember the
words?”

 


“Yes. It was her favorite song.” As we
picked through the sleeping crowd, I sang:

 


“The Elves are glad to die
for love. They delight in fighting duels. But I prefer a man who
lives and gives expensive jewels.” I pulled off an elaborate
necklace from an old woman’s neck, jiggling it so the jewels caught
the light. “A kiss on the hand may be quite continental, but jewels
are a Spawn’s best friend.” I pretended to kiss someone’s hand,
removing a ring as it dropped. “A kiss may be sweet but it won’t
pay the food bill just give an evening thrill. Men get boring so I
keep touring but we all lose our charms in the end. But square-cut
or pear-shaped, these rocks don’t lose their shape. Jewels are a
spawn’s best friend.” I threw a string of pearls at Torvi, who
caught it gracefully. “Torfilay’s! Cotteroy! Black Starr! Frost
Gorm! Talk to me Harty Whitland. Tell me all about it! There may
come a time when a lass needs a lawyer, but jewels are a Spawn’s
best friend.” I jumped over a few bodies and pulled up the head of
a lawyer, showing off their face. “There may come a time when a
handsy employer thinks you're too good to pass up, but get that ice
or else no dice.” I said, kicking a shady business owner before
taking a pouch of coins off his belt, and way too many gold chains
from his neck.” He's your guy when the cash flow is high, but
beware when the buying descends. It's then that those louses go
back to their spouses.” I pulled the oversized ring from a delicate
finger of some old man’s mistress. “Jewels are a Spawn's best
friend. I've heard of affairs that are strictly platonic, but
jewels are a Spawn's best friend. Before they can get some, or ask
me to succumb they need to cover me with precious stones. Time
rolls on, and youth is gone, and you can't straighten up when you
bend.” I pointed to an older woman, too frail to wear much jewelry.
“But stiff back or stiff knees, you stand straight at Torfilay's.
Jewels! Fine jewels! I don’t mean that cheap glass! But precious
jewels are a Spawn’s best friend.”

 


“Stick to stealing and
killing. Your singing voice is. . .” Torvi trailed off,
laughing.

 


 


“Terrible?” I offered with
a wide smile.

 


Thirty seconds left. Torvi and I
picked up the magic balls and ran down the street, laughing. She
led me the back way around a tavern and up a set of dusty stairs.
Sequestered in a double room (we paid extra to stay anonymous), we
dumped out our treasure on the beds and ran our fingers through the
shiny metal and gems.

 


“So much opulence. And these people
can’t afford to pay their workers?” Torvi said.

 


“It’s not that they can’t afford it.
It’s that they don’t think they should have to.”

 


Torvi frowned. “People here are
awful.” She said again.

 


“You’ll get no arguments from me.” I
slipped a diamond necklace around my neck.

 


“What do we do with these?” She asked,
holding up a gold cuff.

 


I shrugged. “Sell it. Wear it. Give it
away if that’s your thing. The point is taking it from those
assholes.”

 


“What are you going to do with your
share?”

 


“I think I’ll keep a couple pieces.
The rest I’ll sell. My family could use the money.”

 


I could feel her looking at me in
askance, curious but refusing to actually say anything. I looked
up.

 


“You remember me telling you about my
sister getting kidnapped and changing?” Torvi nodded. “We’ve been
going to different healers, using different ‘cures’ and treatments,
trying to help her get better. They make her a little stronger. She
communicates more now, but she can’t be left alone. My parents and
my younger sibling to work to pay for it all, and Criella has
school. It’s hard to afford the things they need. The gold I give
them lets them relax just a little. Be a bit more
comfortable.”

 


“Does that have anything to do with .
. .” She indicated the splotches of white on my face and neck. They
had grown since the day I got them. Instead of small droplets, they
were patches the size of coins.

 


I launched into the story of what had
happened, leaving out the bit about me murdering the seller in cold
blood.

 


“Have you tried a healing
spell?”

 


“I have. Someone tried to dispel the
magic, too, but it didn’t work.”

 


“I’m sorry. It could be
worse.”

 


I raised an eyebrow.

 


She grinned, highlighting the warmth
of her now orange skin. “You could be turning pink.”

 


I laughed. “True. So what’s with the
new look you have going?”

 


She twisted a lock of silvery-green
and brown hair, with hints of orange between her fingers, the dying
light in the window glittering on her autumn colored visage. “I had
to do it. I sort of may or may not have deserted. I’m in hiding
now.”

 


“What?!” I said, sitting up
straighter. “You? You deserted your post?”

 


She blushed heavily and looked away.
“What you said before stuck with me. I don’t have any real loyalty
to them. I never did. They were going to leave me for dead when I
was captured by the Shattergang family. If they were going to come
for me they would have before you all got there. You saved me. You
stood up for me when you barely knew me so my commander wouldn’t
force me back to the job. That is what deserves loyalty. You have
my trust and my loyalty. Not them.” She reached out for me, holding
her hand in the space between our beds. I took it, my fingers
sliding across her palm. A tiny electric tingle shot through
me.

 


“You’re my friend. I’ll always protect
you.”


The Luck Bringer Is A Bitch:

 


The temple of the Luck Bringer sat at
a cross roads, opposite the temple of The Goddess of Death. Where
the holy house of my patron looked properly dark and foreboding,
the other was colorful and welcoming. The first plants of spring
lent bright green leaves on delicate vines around the outside.
Little paintings decorated the walls, showing scenes of people
growing, dying, and giving life to animals. A larger painting
showed a beautiful dark skinned woman with long light brown hair
surrounded by coins; travelers praying around her.

 


Curious, I stepped inside. A statue of
the goddess frozen mid-step stood at the head of the temple, her
hair flowing down to her back nearly to her feet which was covered
in flowers and little baskets to hold offerings. Tiny ships, coins,
roughly made toys, playing cards, and wreaths of small flowers
littered the stone work like colorful trim on a decadent
gown.

 


“Can I help you dear?” A priestess
asked, gliding serenely toward me.

 


“Just looking,” I said, turning to
go.

 


“The Luck Bringer draws in many souls
looking for guidance and fortune.”

 


“Already have it, thanks.” I said with
a wave behind me.

 


“Luck favors the bold, you
know.”

 


I could feel her eyes on me as I
stepped out and walked toward the temple of The Goddess of Death.
Several priestesses waited for me inside, long black cloaks pooling
around them like dark water. Plain white masks covered their faces.
Ominous chanting like soft whispers echoed off the walls. Kneeling
in front of a large statue of a raven, I placed a small gem as an
offering on the plate before it, touched my forehead, and rose. A
collection of cold marble pews in two sections sat empty, no one
praying at this hour.

 


I sat, crossing my ankles, and closed
my eyes. No vision came. Instead, I feel asleep, chin lolling down
to my chest. Even in my sleep, I saw only darkness; then the
whispers came.

 


“Luck Bringer.” It said, one after
another, then stacking, several voices all at once in a frenzied
song almost screaming the words until I woke with a
start.

 


Fine. I could take a hint.
Would be easier if Torvi were here.

 


I strode back outside and across the
street once more, and marched up to the priestess that had spoken
to me before.

 


“You have a problem?” I asked without
preamble.

 


She looked startled. “Do you think I
have a problem?”

 


“My goddess sent me here.” I said
flatly.

 


“Perhaps you were meant to worship
more than one . . .” She started.

 


I cut her off. “I’m a Reaper. It’s not
about worship.”

 


A look of comprehension dawned on her.
“I see. Perhaps we do have use for you. A family has come in
looking for aid on their travels. They could use your
protection.”

 


“I’m not the hired bodyguard type.” I
crossed my arms over my stomach.

 


“And yet your goddess has bid you come
to us. This is the only thing we need help with. In fact, we prayed
for one strong enough to keep the family safe. That is
you.”

 


“Fine. Where are they?” I asked,
slightly annoyed.

 


The priestess pointed me towards a
tavern and described the family. A short walk later, I was looking
around inside the dimly lit room. No one matching their
description. Just a bunch of drunks talking amongst themselves.
Finding a dark corner, I ordered an ale and waited. An hour went by
before the one who had to be the father in the family came
downstairs and spoke to the barmaid. She nodded and went back into
the kitchen.

 


I was already half way to him when she
came back and said “It will just be a few minutes hun.”

 


“O’Brien?” I asked quietly, stopping
beside him.

 


He looked down at me, surprised.
“Yes?” He said, voice shaking.

 


“You wanted help from The Luck
Bringer.”

 


“Are you. . .?” He couldn’t finish his
sentence.

 


“Hired help. How far are you going,
and what kind of protection do you need?”

 


He calmed a little. “Two day’s journey
from here. I just need to keep my family safe from bandits and
monsters. We don’t have much money. We have to get to my wife’s
grandmother. She’s sick and needs us to look after her. Our
daughter. . . she’s just a little girl, but she may have the same
sickness. It’s not contagious, but it will get worse as she
grows.”

 


“You do what I say, when I say it. I
keep what I kill.” The sympathy and sadness bubbled under the
surface of my voice.

 


“How much do we have to pay you?” He
asked, worried again.

 


I leaned in close so no one could
overhear. “Keep your money for your family. If you’re lucky, we’ll
run across a few bandits and I’ll make enough from
them.”

 


He nodded, relief spreading across his
face. “Thank you. Thank you! Do you have a place to stay? We can’t
leave until morning, and I just ordered food for them.”

 


“I’ll be fine.”

 


“Please, stay with us. There’s room,
and I’m sure my wife would be grateful to have you there to keep
the children safe.” He said, moving to touch my arm.

 


I jerked back, my left hand
automatically gripping the hilt of a dagger. “No
touching.”

 


He pulled back, alarmed. “I’m so
sorry!”

 


A few people turned to look at us,
probably expecting a bar fight.

 


The barmaid chose that moment to walk
up with four bowls of stew and a loaf of bread on a
tray.

 


“Just bring the tray back down when
you’re done. Easier to carry everything that way.” She
said.

 


The man slid her a few coins and
picked up the tray. I motioned him to lead on. The family’s rented
room was right next to the stairs, the door unlocked.

 


“Could you open it?” He asked. “My
hands are a bit full.”

 


Standing off to one side, I turned the
handle and pushed, letting the door swing wide.

 


“Daddy!” Two tiny voices
said.

 


He walked in, smiling. “Dinner! And I
have a surprise for you.”

 


I stepped in behind him, scanning the
room. Two beds. One window. A woman and two children sat together
on one of the beds, a quilt wrapped around the youngest of
them.

 


“She’s here to protect us.” He said,
setting the tray down on the other bed.

 


“They.” I corrected.

 


“I’m sorry?”

 


“They. I’m not really male or
female.”

 


“My apologies. They’re here to protect
us.” He handed the bowls to his family.

 


The older of the two children climbed
down and walked up to me. “What’s your name?” They said.

 


I looked down at the tiny face, so
innocent and full of wonder. My heart softened slightly.
“Fear.”

 


They smiled. “Hi.”

 


“Hi.”

 


“You’re here to protect us?” The
mother asked. She looked exhausted, the bowl cradled between her
hands for warmth rested against her lap.

 


I nodded and bowed. “I’m Fear, a
Reaper of The Goddess of Death.”

 


Both parents looked a little scared.
“A Reaper?”

 


“Don’t worry,” I said, showing fang.
“I don’t . . .” I had to stop myself from saying the word ‘kill’,
suddenly wary of how young the children were. “Hurt good
people.”

 


“Just bad people?” The smallest child
asked.

 


“Just bad people.”

 


“The Luck Bringer brought them to us.”
The father said, touching his wife’s hand. “For free.”

 


The wife sat up straighter.
“Free?”

 


I nodded again. “I’ll pick up money on
the way.”

 


“Are you an angel?” The child still
standing near me asked.

 


I couldn’t help but smile. “No. I’m
not an angel.”

 


“Why is your face black and white? Did
someone hurt you?” They asked.

 


The parents gasped. “Oh sweetie, you
shouldn’t ask questions like that.

 


I held up a hand to quiet them, and
knelt down. Lowering my hood, I looked the child in their
eyes.

 


“My skin is blue-black. That’s the
color I was born. I took a potion that didn’t work right, and now I
have these spots.” I said, turning my head to catch the light. The
white patches shimmered opal. Pulling off one of my gloves, I
showed them how my hand was now mostly opalescent white.

 


Their eyes widened. “Cool!”

 


I gave a tight lipped
smile.

 


“What’s a Reaper?” The smallest one
asked.

 


The father choked on his stew, and the
mother shushed her child.

 


“I bring The Goddess of Death souls. I
stop people from hurting others, and the goddess collects their
memories for her kingdom.

 


“That’s enough talking for now. Eat.”
The mother said, taking a bite of bread.

 


“I’m Lee, by the way.” The father
said. “This is my wife Laudna, and our children Sam and Ashley.” He
indicated each in turn. “Would you like some bread?”

 


“No, thanks. You guys eat that.” I
said, pulling some rations from my pack.

 


The night passed quietly with me
tucked in a corner, wrapped in my cloak. Morning came far too
early, and yet not early enough. My back and rear ached from my
sleeping position, my joints stiff. Stifling a yawn, I climbed into
the back of their rickety, aged wagon and settled against a beaten
up chest, satchels stuffed full of blankets and clothes acting as
arm rests. The gentle rocking as the horses plodded forward lulled
me into a half sleep, my mind wandering. The children playing and
talking next to their parents faded into a murmur, and suddenly I
felt like a child again. Criella bounced in place, reciting a story
about seeing some new animal that had wandered into the forest
beyond our village. Tasha embroidered her pant leg with little
flowers and jewel shapes.

 


The wheels jolted over divots in the
road, my surroundings clear again. Once my head stopped pounding
from smacking into the chest of course. The youngest child, Ashley,
stayed wrapped in a small quilt. She was five or six, and
absolutely tiny. Her thin face stuck out from the top of the
blanket wrap, surrounded by a poof of curly blonde hair. Her huge
eyes shone with wonder at all the new things she saw.

 


Finally fully alert, I pulled out my
crossbow, letting it rest on my lap. Businesses and houses gave way
to trees and bushes. Thick clumps of scraggly weeds inched into the
road, daring travelers to stop their progress.

 


“Umm . . . Fear?” Ashley asked in a
voice so small I barely heard it. I looked at her. “Have you killed
anyone with that?”

 


I nodded, recognizing her need to keep
the question- and the answer- from her parents.

 


At midday we passed another group of
travelers, this one on horseback. The one leading their group
nodded at us and trotted on, the others following suit, keeping
their heads down.

 


“Not a lot of friendly travelers
around here.” Lee said after they were out of sight.

 


“People keep to themselves out here if
they know what’s good for them. There are too many thieves waiting
to liberate you from your money. Keep moving, and try not to call
attention to yourselves.”

 


We camped that night at the ruins of a
house on a lonely side road, horses tied under a weathered roof,
the walls long gone. Sam ran laps around the inside of the ruin,
trying to burn off excess energy after a long day of travel. Ashley
emerged from her quilt cocoon to take a short walk at her mother’s
side on unsteady feet.

 


“She’ll need a wheelchair soon.” Lee
said quietly as we watched them walk.

 


“What ails her?”

 


“This disease has no name. In time her
muscles will give out on her and she won’t be able to move her
legs. If it progresses the same as Laudna’s grandmother, eventually
she won’t be able to feed herself.” He said, voice breaking. Silent
tears ran down his cheeks and his shoulders shook.

 


“That’s rough.” Said a thick voice
from the darkness, off to one side.

 


Shit. Rising, I pulled my cross bow out but before I could bring it
level, an arrow pierced my shoulder.

 


“Fuck!” I hissed, the biting pain
burning down my arm.

 


“We can’t have you hurting any of my
people.” The thick voice said, stepping into the light of the camp
fire. “Weapons down.” A hulking half-giant woman with deep gray
skin came forward, a heavy sword in one hand.

 


I sat my cross bow down in the dirt,
hoping my daggers were still hidden beneath my cloak.

 


“What’s a Hell Spawn doing hanging
around a bunch of humans?” she asked.

 


“Protection detail.”

 


She laughed, and three other voices
joined in. “You ain’t doing a good job then.”

 


“We don’t have any money. Take our
possessions, just please don’t hurt my family.” Lee
said.

 


“Oh, you have a family do you?” The
half giant looked around. Spotting Laudna and the kids, she smiled,
showing a broken front tooth.

 


“They don’t have anything for you to
take, so you may as well fuck off,” I said, stepping between them
and the family.

 


Her smile fell. “We can’t let you
leave without paying a toll.”

 


“They can’t.” My shoulder throbbed, my
fingers tingling. If I didn’t pull the arrow out soon, my whole arm
would go numb, and I’d probably lose function for a
while.

 


“Maybe you can.” She said, grinning
again.

 


“Would I take a job protecting some
random ass family if I had money?”

 


“Maybe you’re like the rest of your
kind. You’ve already found something you want to take and are just
waiting for the perfect time to kill ‘em and run off.”

 


That was it. This asshole had to
die.

 


“Lee, go.” I said, hoping he
remembered the spot I told the family to hide in if we ran into
trouble.

 


Lee ran for his family, dragging them
away into the darkness. In the moment of distraction, I threw a
dagger and took off in the opposite direction. A loud grunt told me
I hit her somewhere painful.

 


“That wasn’t very nice.” She
growled.

 


“Why don’t you find me and I’ll make
it up to you.” Gritting my teeth to hide the scream of pain, I
pulled the arrow out of my arm and quickly wrapped the wound with a
strip of fabric.

 


“You three round up the runners.” The
half giant yelled at her companions. “I’ll take care of this little
demon.”

 


Her heavy footsteps thudded through
the dirt, drawing closer. Fingers fumbling, I pulled another dagger
and got ready. The second her massive foot came into view, I moved.
Swinging up, I dragged the blade up the length of her exposed torso
and neck. The tip flipped up to catch her jaw, leaving a flap of
skin as I ripped it back out and stabbed towards her face. She
screamed. She kept screaming, reeling backwards, and hands clawing
at the dagger now sticking out of her eye.

 


“You BITCH!” She roared.

 


Dodging her swinging arms, I pushed
the hilt of my dagger as hard as I could, forcing it deep into her
skull. She fell to the ground with a loud crash, her back hitting
the partial stone wall behind her, rocks tumbling around her body.
I ripped both daggers back out with difficulty. Blood dripping down
my arm, I slunk around to the outside of the ruins, eyes straining
in the darkness to find the other thieves.

 


One of them knelt with their back to a
crumbling wall, head turned away from me, toward the horses. The
pain in my shoulder flared just as one of my daggers left my hand,
and the blade clicked against the stone, missing their head by an
inch. I threw myself onto the ground, hoping they hadn’t seen
me.

 


“Oy! The Hell Spawn is over here!”
They shouted. “Norri? You got her?” A pause. “Norri?” A longer
pause. “Fuck! The bitch got Norri!”

 


As he was yelling, I crawled around
the partial walls, sticking to the shadows as much as possible.
They were only a few feet away now, their head whipping back and
forth trying to find me. I leapt up, plunging both blades into
their chest. Their leather armor creaked. Familiar sharp stinging
raked across my thigh. I looked down to see their hand holding a
short knife against my leg.

 


“That hurt.” I said, stabbing them
again. Their body ignited in deep red flames, my kind’s special
magic consuming them briefly.

 


They fell, and I kicked the knife out
of their hand, already looking for the next thief. Out of the
corner of my eye, I saw a spectral hand raise up out of the ground
and clutch their face, dragging a ghostly copy away from their
body. The Goddess of Death claiming their soul. Their chest
stilled, no sounds escaping their still lips.

 


Limping over to my cross bow, I
finished loading it and restarted my search. One of the bandits ran
forward through the dark, not bothering to take cover. Their fellow
ran behind them, smart enough to stay close to a line of trees. I
fired. The bolt flew clean through their throat. As they sank to
their knees, a river of blood flowing down, the other one stopped
cold. I could just make out their features shrinking and withering.
They choked, trying to find breath as a dark rash spread over their
face. The magic of The Goddess of Death necrotizing their flesh.
The damage done, their eyes locked onto mine and they rushed
forward, furious.

 


A cross bow bolt impaled their leg.
They kept hobbling forward. Another landed in their arm. They
screamed in rage but kept coming.

 


“I’ll kill you!” They
screamed.

 


One final bolt pierced their mouth,
the point popping out of the back of their head. They crumpled,
twitching violently.

 


The same spectral hand I had seen just
a few moments ago claimed yet another soul. I looted their bodies,
finding rations, gold, and a healing potion each. I chugged one,
taking a minute for my wounds to heal before even bothering to try
dragging the fallen bandits away from the camp.

 


Panting, covered in blood, I went to
the hiding spot. “It’s okay. You can come out now.”

 


“Girls, keep your eyes closed.” Laudna
said as they crawled out into the open.

 


“You’re fine. They’re gone.” I said,
still breathing hard.

 


Lee looked around, unsure. He found
the spot the big guy had fallen and kicked dirt over the bloody
drag marks.

 


“Oh yeah. Sorry about that.” I said
with a wave. “Don’t normally have to hide the blo-”

 


Laudna interrupted me. “Please, the
children.”

 


“What happened to the bad guys?” Sam
asked, peeking out from behind their mother.

 


“I scared them off.”

 


“They aren’t going to come back while
we’re sleeping are they?”

 


“No. They’re not coming back ever
again.”

 


“Thank you,” Laudna said, voice tight
with warning.

 


The kids curled up with their father,
and I held Laudna back. “I know you want to protect their innocence
but children can handle death better than you think, and hiding
this part of the world from them isn’t doing them any
favors.”

 


“I don’t know how you grew up,” She
said coldly “But my children don’t need to learn about the monsters
of the world for a long time. They’re just that:
children.”

 


Anger flashed through my eyes. “I’m
choosing to protect you. I can change my mind and leave you out
here. Don’t forget that.”

 


She stomped off to join her
family.

 


I kept watch for several hours until
Lee woke, ready to take over.

 


“I’m sorry about her.” He whispered.
“What she said wasn’t right.”

 


I stared forward.

 


“She had to deal with a lot of illness
and loss as a child.” He reached out to pat my shoulder but thought
better of it. “I don’t think you’re a monster. Neither does she.
Not really.”

 


“Sure she doesn’t. Wake me if anything
catches your attention.”

 


I laid down under an overgrown bush
that clung to an outside wall, far away from the family, to sleep.
The next morning Laudna tried to corner me away from everyone
else.

 


“I’m sorry.” She said
stiffly.

 


“Okay.” I said, walking
away.

 


She held her arm out and I stopped,
anger rising again.

 


“What I said last night was uncalled
for. You’re just doing your job, in service to your goddess. Thank
you.”

 


I stared at her.

 


“You’re not a monster.”

 


“Yes. I am.” I walked past her and
helped hitch the horses back to the wagon.

 


Back on the road, Sam and Ashley
stayed huddled together for some time, whispering. Finally they
turned to me.

 


“Fear?” Sam asked.

 


“Yes?”

 


“What if more bad people come? You got
hurt last night. You could get hurt again.”

 


My shoulders fell a little. Adjusting
my position, I pulled apart the cut edges of my pants, exposing the
skin. “I’m fine. See?” I said, doing the same for my shoulder. “All
healed.”

 


“I can fix that!” They said, scurrying
over with a little case in their hand.

 


With deft fingers, Sam threaded a
needle with black thread and darned the holes in my clothes.
Spotting the repairs I’d made myself in the past few months, they
ran a finger over the stitches.

 


“You can sew?”

 


“Barely. My sister was always better
at it than me.”

 


“What was she like?” Ashley asked,
inching closer.

 


“She was beautiful and smart. She
loved to design and make clothes. She had a lot of friends.
Everyone loved her.” I said with a small smile.

 


“How did she die?”

 


“She didn’t. But someone hurt her and
now she’s not the same.”

 


“People don’t love her anymore?” Sam
asked.

 


“They’re afraid of her. She can’t
control her emotions, and she’s afraid of people, so she sometimes
hurts them without meaning to.”

 


“Do you still love her?”

 


“With all my heart.”

 


“Do you have any other
siblings?”

 


“One. My younger sibling, Criella.
They’re non-binary like me.”

 


“What does that mean?” Ashley asked,
inching closer still.

 


“It means we’re not really male or
female. We’re just . . . us.”

 


“What are they like?”

 


“Criella is the strongest person I
know. They’re great at archery and hunting. And they help our
parents take care of our sister without complaint. They were such a
hyper kid growing up, always running around, and collecting stories
of different animals. They love being out in nature.”

 


“How old is Criella now?”

 


I thought a moment. Time spent on the
road had little meaning. It could have been six months since I
completed my training, or six years. “They must be about fourteen
or fifteen by now.” I said.

 


“Is that when Hell Spawn become
adults?” Ashley asked.

 


“No. We become adults at
eighteen.”

 


“Just like us!” The kids said
together. They whispered to each other again. “Can we ask about
your horns and tail?” Sam asked.

 


I paused. “. . . Sure?” I said, not
knowing where this was going.

 


“Are you born with them?”

 


“Yes but they grew with me, just like
the rest of my body.”

 


“Can your tail move?”

 


I flicked my tail, letting it curl in
front of me and then dip down towards them.”

 


They giggled, watching it move like a
snake with its charmer.

 


“Can we touch your horns?” Ashley
asked, tiny voice vibrating with excitement.

 


I looked around again to make sure no
one was coming up on us before leaning down.

 


They grabbed a horn each, feeling the
rough texture. One of them pulled lightly and I moved my head to
that side, showing it was firmly attached. Once they let go, I sat
back up.

 


“Thank you!” They said.

 


I nodded and smiled.

 


“Do you have fangs?!” Ashley
said.

 


I smiled again, showing off my sharp
teeth.

 


“That’s so cool!”

 


“Thank you.”

 


“One more question!” Sam said. “Why is
the side of your head shaved?”

 


I shrugged. “I just like this
haircut.”

 


Sam scurried back to the other side of
the wagon, smiling.

 


“Fear?” Ashley asked, her small hand
poking out from under her blanket to pull on my sleeve. “What do we
do if more bad people come?”

 


Checking to make sure her parents
weren’t watching, I pulled a small knife with its sheath from my
boot and handed it to her. “Keep this hidden. If someone bad tries
to touch you, stab them.”

 


Her eyes widened; her jaw dropped.
“Thank you!” She whispered, drawing out the ‘u’. Tucking the knife
into the inner folds of her blanket, she slid back over to sit
behind her parents, still visibly ecstatic.

 


Kid had no poker face.

 


We arrived at their destination late
in the evening. A bustling city full of all races and more crime
than should have been possible, Drtizer barely seemed safer than
the road leading to it. It was perfect for someone like me to get
lost in. I helped unload the children and was about to leave when
the parents stopped me again.

 


This is turning into a bad
habit.

 


“We heard some of the conversation you
had with the children earlier.” Lee said.

 


“We didn’t know.” Laudna
added.

 


“Why would you?” I said,
nonchalant.

 


“I’m sorry for my behavior these past
two days. Is there anything I can do for you?”

 


“Yeah, forget you ever met me. For
your own safety.”

 


Pulling up my hood, I slunk away,
looking around for the row of tall, colorful buildings that Torvi
had told me about. Finally spotting them against the setting sun, I
set off for the opposite side of town. Time for a brand new
adventure.


Dritzer in the Spring:

 


“Remember, don’t kill anyone” Torvi
said.

 


“Yeah, I got it!” I said, annoyed.
“Fucking waste of my talent, but no one is going to die by my
hands.”

 


“Or your weapons. Or
traps.”

 


I took a deep breath. “I’m not going
to be the cause of anyone’s death on your stealth mission.” I held
my hand over my heart. “Hell Spawn’s honor.”

 


“And no stabbing.”

 


“Oh come on! Not even a
little?”

 


She shook her head with an amused
huff. “You can knock someone out, but you can’t cause any other
form of harm.”

 


“Then why did you ask me to join you
on this? I kill people. That’s literally my whole job
description.”

 


“I need someone who can help me get in
and out without being seen.” She said, gripping my shoulder.
“You’re my best option. I need you.”

 


“Torvi, I didn’t know you felt that
way about me.” I grinned.

 


She blushed. “Wait-I. . .”

 


“Turn around’s fair play.”

 


“You-you’re sneaky, that’s
all.”

 


“Thank you.”

 


Darkness fell over the city, teens
lighting the candles in street lamps with a dull, slowed pace. We
made our way to the roof of the target building, keeping an eye out
for guards and soldiers. We managed to sneak past two, completely
unnoticed, by ducking behind an old crate and vaulting over the
side of one building and onto the target. A hatch in one corner lay
covered in a layer of dust. It swung open with a squeak that made
us cringe and duck down. No one came to investigate. No one even
seemed to notice. My feet made no sound as I crept down the stairs
first, searching for traps and guards. Sure there was nothing to
worry about yet, I signaled to Torvi to follow. The hatch snapped
shut with a soft thud behind her, and we slunk as one to the door
that led beyond the secret staircase and into the house.

 


No guards on this floor. No anyone on
this floor.

 


“I have a bad feeling about this.” I
whispered.

 


“It’s fine. They’re supposed to be out
of the house for a few more hours.” She whispered back.

 


“What are you even supposed to find
here?”

 


“Proof that they were involved in the
kidnapping that let us meet.”

 


“Hate to break it to you hun, but
people don’t usually write that down. “Dear diary, today I helped a
crime family kidnap a Wild Fae. Becky said hi to me after Maths
class. I’m so excited.”

 


Torvi stopped and gave me a weird
look. “You’re disturbingly good at that.”

 


I nudged her forward.

 


“I grew up with a sister who’s one
year older than me. I can sound like a teenage girl if I
want.”

 


“How old are you anyways?”

 


“Nineteen.”

 


She stopped again.
“Nineteen?”

 


“Yes, I’m nineteen. What of
it?”

 


“You’ve been killing people for a
year.”

 


“Technically two if you count the
whole ‘rescue’ thing.”

 


“You’re so young!”

 


I shoved her forward. “Keep moving.
How old are you?”

 


“I’m older than that.” She mumbled,
embarrassed. Then louder, “Come on, let’s check this
room.”

 


“Torvi, how old are you?” I asked,
keeping pace.

 


She rifled through a book case,
searching for a diary or loose papers.

 


“Tell meeeeeee.” I hissed in her
ear.

 


“One-hundred and twenty five.” Her
voice was almost too quiet to hear. At my look of shock she rushed
to add “That’s only about twenty in human years. How long do Hell
Spawn live?”

 


“We could live as long as a hundred
and fifty, but that’s really rare. Most of us don’t make it past
eighty or ninety.” I said, still surprised. “A hundred and twenty
five?! You’re so old!”

 


“And you’re basically a baby,” Torvi
said, laughing.

 


Wood creaked on the floor below us and
we froze, waiting. When no other sounds came, we resumed our
search. Nothing useful in our current room. Sticking my tongue out,
I went to the next.

 


“Swanky home office.” I said, taking
in the large book case stuffed full of books and the ornately
carved desk buried under papers and ledgers. A thick red carpet
muffled our footsteps; a huge bay window opened out into the night
air, a view of Dritzer’s nicer residential area looming on a hill
off to one side.

 


Torvi slipped in through the gap in
the door, closing it with a soft click, and padded over.

 


“Find anything in here
yet?”

 


“Whoever lives here has a hard on for
knives.” I said, holding up a sleek, curved blade.

 


Torvi blushed again. “Just don’t take
anything.”

 


“But it’s so nice!” I said, picking up
a matching knife.

 


“Put it back.”

 


I did so, running a longing finger
over the handle before turning to the book shelf. More knives and
several skulls filled the few gaps not taken up by thick volumes
with names in languages I couldn’t read. One shelf in particular
caught my attention. Instead of an open shelf, it was covered by a
perfectly sized door with a small lock and two tiny hinges at the
bottom.

 


“I might have something here,” I said,
pulling out my lock picking set.

 


The tumblers resisted but after a
moment I worked them free. Shifting angles, I inspected the door
for traps. No signs of wires or magic. Good. Carefully, slowly, I
pulled the door open. Nothing happened.

 


“What’s in there?” Torvi asked,
standing a foot behind me.

 


“Ledgers,” I said, checking for more
traps around the inside. “And a box.” A tiny wire was just visible
under the lid. Keeping it as closed as possible, I slid a knife
inside and detached the wire. A puff of green smoke swelled and I
slammed the lid shut again, waiting for it to disperse.

 


“Why’d you close it?” She said,
suddenly close and looking over my shoulder.

 


“Poison cloud trap. We might need to
open it from a distance to get rid of it.”

 


Torvi took out her sword and flipped
open the lid as soon as I was out of range. The little green cloud
rose and then drifted lazily out through a vent. Cleared, she
reached a hand into the box and pulled out a stack of letters.
Flipping one open, she read it out loud by moon light.

 


“Your assistance in obtaining the
Mystic Realm artifact has been most helpful. Rest assured any
attempts to retrieve it by their side will be met with force. It is
resting ‘comfortably’ in a secure location.” She looked up at me.
“Those bastards. Calling a person an ‘artifact’ and ‘it’,,, that’s
ageist...”

 


“People suck.” I shrugged. “Is that
all you need here?”

 


“Yes,” She said, stuffing the letter
into an inside pocket.

 


Placing the other letters back, I
carefully reattached the wire, shut the lid, and re-locked the
door.

 


“Let’s get out of here
then.”

 


Back at the trap door to the roof, I
pushed it open a few inches with one hand, and immediately closed
it again. “Fuck!” I whispered.

 


“What is it?”

 


“There’s someone standing on the roof!
We won’t be able to get passed them without killing
them.”

 


“Then we need another way
out!”

 


“Do we? I could just. . .” I said,
putting a hand on my cross bow.

 


“Fear, no. We find another way
out.”

 


“Fine.” I said, following her back
downstairs. “Back into the office.”

 


Inside the office once more, I peered
out the window, trying to look in all directions.

 


“Are we good? Can we use this?” Torvi
asked.

 


“Looks clear. There’s a
ledge we can use to climb down the drain pipe. Move fast and
be silent.” I
said, emphasizing the last word.

 


Climbing out onto the ledge, I hung
onto the window frame and leaned back, gazing down both sides of
the ally to make sure the coast was clear.

 


“I think we’re good. But we need to
get out of here fast,” I only took a few steps before my foot
slipped on bird crap, my heart racing with the tapping of tiny
rocks smacking against the walls and road below.

 


Keep moving.

 


Shuffling as fast as I could, I
shimmied over to the pipe and climbed down, praying the braces
attaching it to the wall would hold. Torvi followed close behind
without incident. Her shoes hit the cobblestones with barely a
sound. On the other side of the building the clip clop of horses
pulling a carriage drew closer. People laughed in drunken
revere.

 


“Let’s get out of here.” Torvi said,
dragging me down side roads and walkways.

 


Weaving between buildings, we made our
way to a pub half a mile away, a group of Halflings stumbling
around outside. I pulled my mask up, covering my patchy
skin.

 


“Say, you
hic pretty ladies want a
drink?” One of them said, swaying on the spot.

 


“What kind of women do you think we
are?” I said, thinking fast.

 


“Huh?”

 


“You had a drink with us ten minutes
ago! We can’t let you get us drunk.”

 


“Oooohhh. S. . .sorry about that.” He
slurred. “Just can’t resist faces like yours.”

 


I smiled under the mask, wondering if
he’d say the same if he could actually see me. Moving subtly, I
elbowed Torvi from under my cloak and giggled. She caught on and
giggled too.

 


“We enjoyed our time with you, but we
really must be getting home.”

 


“S’okay. Should be doin’ the same me
self. Good night!”

 


“Good night!” We called, waving as we
stumbled down the opposite direction.

 


“Too damn good.” Torvi said, eyes
narrowed as soon as we were out of ear shot.


That Didn’t Go
Well:

 


Flowers bloomed bright and fragrant in
front of every home on my parents’ street, dancing in the low
breeze. It felt good to be home again. Torvi and I parted ways
again in the middle of the forest earlier that morning. She
insisted I have time alone with my family, without her tagging
along. She had druid shit to do.

 


Tasha sat in the garden, braiding
grass and wild flowers together into a thick circlet.

 


“Hey Tash,” I said, leaning over the
fence. She froze, curled in on herself, chest heaving with each
rapid breath. I lowered myself down to her eye level and pressed my
face against the wooden posts. “Tasha, it’s okay. It’s me. It’s
Fear.”

 


Her eyes locked onto mine,
unsure.

 


“It’s just me. I’m your sibling,” I
said with a tiny wave.

 


She uncurled slowly and waved her
wrist, making the bracelet I gave her a while ago jingle
merrily.

 


“Hello Fear, dear.” Grandma said from
the doorway.

 


“Hey Grandma. How’s the thug life
treating you?”

 


She smiled. “You know how it is. Got
to keep those hoes in line.”

 


“Where is everyone?” I asked, finally
coming through the gate.

 


“Your parents are working and Criella
is training out in the forest. Why don’t you go get them so we can
have lunch together?”

 


“Okay, let me just drop my bag
off.”

 


Kicking my bag under my old bed, I
headed back out to the forest. The few good practice spots for
archery and swordsmanship I knew Criella frequented rang out with
the laughter and shouts of children playing. Teens made games out
of hitting empty bottles with stones, dueling with wooden swords,
not a care in the world. My younger sibling wasn’t among them.
Following the path deeper in, the trees grew thicker, signs of
random beasts more frequent as the signs of people
thinned.

 


The sounds of metal against wood drew
me deeper still. Soft grunting just before each hit echoed under
the song of twittering birds. Rounding a corner, I spotted Criella
in a small clearing, swinging one of Father’s old swords against a
dead tree covered in gashes, entire chunks taken out from repeated
blows. Targets surrounded the clearing at different heights, most
of them partially destroyed by arrows that sank deep into high
branches behind them at weird angles. Two dummies stood in a gap,
propped up with rope and twigs. Ragged scraps of fabric hung off
them, waving in the breeze. I guess they had been out there for a
while. Something looked familiar about them though. Looking closer
I realized they each wore a set of our parents’ old clothes. A
little creepy, but okay.

 


“You’re trying too hard.” I said,
stepping out from between two trees.

 


They stopped, panting and frustrated.
A grimace twisted their mouth, their fangs barred. Taking a few
deep breaths, they wiped the sweat from their face and forced a
smile. “Trying my best,” They said.

 


“I could show you a couple
things,”

 


Their smile tightened. “I’d like to
learn on my own.”

 


“It’s okay, it’s just a few tricks I
picked up. Should make it easier for you.”

 


“No.” They said, almost
growling.

 


Crossing my arms over my chest, I
leaned back against the nearest tree. “What’s up?”

 


“Nothing.”

 


“Don’t try that with me. I invented
feigned indifference.”

 


“We can’t all live up to your shining
example.” They said, voice dripping with venom.

 


Ouch.

 


“No one is asking you to.” I said,
pulling my sword and going into an easy defensive stance. “Just
show me what you got.”

 


“Why should I?”

 


“We used to spar all the
time.”

 


“That was the past.”

 


“It doesn’t have to be,”

 


They turned their back to me and swung
at the beaten up tree again. Shifting position, I parried their
blow, making the blade go wide. They growled, stumbling sideways a
few steps.

 


“Come on, let’s talk about whatever’s
bothering you,”

 


Criella thrust their sword forward,
narrowly missing me. “Everyone expects me to be you.” They
said.

 


I swung at their side, giving them a
chance to parry. They did, swinging back at my exposed side. I
leapt back out of the way.

 


“I don’t. I just want you to be able
to handle yourself. Protect the family.”They dodged my slash
perfectly but put too much weight into their downward swing and
stumbled. I tapped their backside with the flat of my sword.“Small
movements. Move fast. You’re not chopping wood.”

 


They growled and swung again in a
series of slashes, some of them barely missing me.

 


“That should be your job. I just
wanted to be a ranger!” They shouted.

 


Parrying their next strike, I moved
around to their side and touched their hip with the tip of my
blade.

 


“Who’s stopping you?”

 


“Mother and Father! Tasha! My whole
life is picking up their slack. I can’t do anything.” They swung
hard again, stumbling past me.

 


“Just talk to them, they’ll
understand.” I said, dodging out of the way of yet another slash at
my torso.

 


They stopped to catch their breath,
hands on their thighs. “I can’t.”

 


“Why not?”

 


“BECAUSE YOU LEFT!” They screamed.
“You left us and now I have to take care of everyone and everything
myself. I’m barely getting through school. I don’t have friends
anymore. I don’t have a life. All because you decided to go on some
holy mission to become a ghost. You get to travel and see the world
and I’m stuck here. You ruined my future because you couldn’t take
responsibility for your favorite sibling anymore! You didn’t want
to take care of her, so you ran away.”

 


Wow. Harsh.

 


“I. . .” I stammered.

 


“What? The great and mighty Fear has
nothing to say? No fascinating stories of your adventures that fit
the moment? No pearls of wisdom to make me more like
you?”

 


I dropped my sword. “I never meant to
hurt you Crill. I did what I thought was right for all of
us.”

 


“What good would leaving ever do
besides make me happy that you’re gone?”

 


Tears welled in my eyes, burning anger
twisted inside my stomach. “It wasn’t about you. It wasn’t meant to
affect you. Not like this.”

 


“It never was about me. It’s always
you and Tasha.”

 


“You’re right.” I said, voice rising.
“It was so damn selfish of me to agree to a deal with a goddess to
make Tasha normal again.”



They froze. “What?”

 


“I did this, all of this, because The
Goddess of Death promised that if I became a Reaper, she would take
away the memories that messed up Tasha, and she’d go back to her
old self.” The seed of anger was only growing. “You think I wanted
to just up and leave? You think I wanted to give up everyone and
everything I ever loved? I did this to save our family.”

 


Their face softened for just a moment
before hardening again. “You left because you couldn’t take it
anymore. You couldn’t handle the responsibility so you fucked off
to become a contract killer.”

 


“Yeah. Sure. I made it all up so I
wouldn’t have to deal with our crazy sister anymore. You got me!” I
said, shouting. “I wanted to put it all on you. Are you
satisfied?”

 


Criella swung, the blade whizzing
through the air just over my head. “You. Ruined. My. LIFE!” They
heaved.

 


I launched myself at them, knocking
the sword out of their hands and tackled them to the ground.
Holding their struggling shoulders into the dirt, I tried to make
eye contact.

 


“I’m. Sorry.” I said. “I really didn’t
mean for any of this to happen to you. I’m trying to fix
it.”

 


They stopped trying to get
free.

 


“Really?” They said,
exhausted.

 


I let go and sat back. “Really. As
soon as The Goddess of Death keeps her end of the deal, I’ll come
back. And Tasha isn’t my favorite sibling. I love you
both.”

 


They sat up. “When will that
be?”

 


“I don’t know. She won’t say. She just
tells me I have more to learn.”

 


“Bitch.”

 


I laughed. “Me or her?”

 


“Both of you.”

 


“I think that’s heresy.”

 


“Don’t care.”

 


Smiling, I fell back and waited for my
heartbeat to slow down. “I’ll talk to them. Find a way to get you
some free time.”

 


“How are you going to do that? We
don’t make enough money to hire someone.”

 


“About that. . .”

 


They looked at me
suspiciously.

 


“I’ve had a few jobs. Made a decent
amount of money.” I said, then added quietly “Stole a lot
more.”

 


Criella laughed. “You’re a petty
thief.”

 


I laughed too. “Petty, yes. Thief,
also yes. But I’m not a petty thief. I only steal high end shit.”
After a moment: “I was serious about the sword thing. Stop swinging
so hard. It will help.”

 


“I have to swing hard. This sword is
heavy.”

 


“Good thing I got you a new one that’s
a lot lighter.” I said, grinning.

 


“Fuck. Really? Why?”

 


“Because I thought you’d like
it.”

 


“Thanks.”

 


“No problem. Let’s get home. Grandma
is making lunch.”

 


Halfway back, I slowed. Nervous
fluttering filled me, my heart beating uncontrollably as I twisted
a lock of hair through my fingers. It was as good a time as any to
ask them, but I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

 


“Criella?”

 


“Hmm?”

 


“Have you seen Cayden around
lately?”

 


“Cayden?”

 


“Yes,”

 


“Cayden? Your old
boyfriend?”

 


“That’s the one.”

 


“The guy you used to be engaged
to?”

 


“Do you know any other Caydens? Or are
you trying to avoid the question?”

 


“I’ve seen him once or twice. Why are
you asking?”

 


“Just curious,”

 


Criella stopped and looked at me. “Ew!
Fear are you trying to get laid?!”

 


“Oh my gods, Criella.” I said, holding
the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “I’m just
asking about an old friend.”

 


“That’s gross.” They shuddered,
gagging silently.

 


“I’m not trying to hook back up with
him! Even if I was, aren’t you old enough to handle those kinds of
urges anyways?”

 


“I have NEVER wanted to. . . That’s
just nasty.”

 


“Never?”

 


“No.”

 


“Seriously?”

 


Criella calmed. “Seriously. I’m not
interested in dating.”

 


We started walking again. “Is that
because of home life? Or are you really not interested in
relationships?”

 


“I don’t see the point. I’m not
attracted to anyone. I don’t have any . . . urges.”

 


“So you’re asexual. Okay.”

 


“Okay?”

 


“It’s no big deal. I just didn’t know
that about you.”

 


“You’re fine with it?”

 


“Why wouldn’t I be?”

 


They shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess
I just feel different. Everyone else my age talks about who they
want to date or who they made out with. I don’t want to be a part
of that.”

 


I put my arm around their shoulder,
pulling them in close. “It’s okay. I may not have experience with
how you feel, but you’re not weird. Lots of people are
asexual.”

 


“What about you?”

 


“I’m an equal opportunity
lover.”

 


“Does that mean you’ve had a lot of
relationships since you left?”

 


I hesitated, wondering how
much to tell her. Just the simple truth, I
suppose. “No. I haven’t been with anyone
since Cayden. I haven’t wanted to. But I can be attracted to just
about anyone.”

 


“Why haven’t you wanted
to?”

 


Torvi’s face flashed across my mind.
“Because I still think about him.”

 


“He would have gone with you. All you
had to do was ask.”

 


“No. It would have put him in danger.
Being in any relationship with me would put that person in
danger.”

 


“Sorry.” They said. “About earlier
too.”

 


I squeezed their shoulders. “You’re
allowed to be angry. You’re allowed to have feelings. I’m sorry I
hurt you. I really didn’t want to make things bad for you. Just
talk to me about it next time.”

 


“I don’t really talk about feelings
very often.”

 


“Okay. So we’ll fight it out each time
I come back.”

 


“Cool.”

 


“Cool.”


Fine. Let’s Talk About THAT
Subject:

 


I’m still in love with Cayden. Happy?
I miss my nerdy horn boy. I miss his goofy, crooked smile and his
cackling laughter when he’s really amused. I miss the Mohawk he
turns different colors. I miss the way he held me and kissed the
top of my head. I miss the dice games we would play, and the
stories he would tell for them. He was always a good story
teller.

 


He was always a great comfort no
matter what was going on.

 


On the long cold nights when the
loneliness set in, I thought about him. I thought about his hand on
my cheek or his arms wrapped around me. I cry myself to sleep
sometimes, thinking about how much I hurt him.

 


I’m a fuck up. I don’t
deserve to be with him. I don’t deserve to be happy. Everyone
really is better off without me. I am a terrible person.

 


I couldn’t go see him. I couldn’t talk
to him again. I had to let him move on with his life. That’s why I
had to keep my distance outside the bustling tavern in the middle
of town. I watched him through the windows as he danced around,
singing about fair maidens and tales of daring-do.

 


A wide smile played across his face, a
wink ready for every attractive person he leaned over, but it was
just an act. I had studied that face for so long that I knew every
quirk, and every expression. I was one of the few people who would
know that look was a friendly mask meant to hide anxiety and
sadness.

 


I wanted to stroke his hair and kiss
his hands. But I couldn’t.

 


Stay away from
him.

 


Tears ran down my cheeks. If I didn’t
leave now I would just rush over to him. I would ruin everything. I
would get him killed. So I left. Again. Without saying anything.
Just like before.

 


Coward.

 


I know.

 


He can handle
himself.

 


I know.

 


So go to him.

 


I can’t.

 


Coward.

 


“I know!” I hissed out loud, startling
the people walking past. I pulled up my hood and kept
walking.

 


He wouldn’t like me now
anyways.

 


It was never about your
looks.

 


Everyone has their limits,
and ugly patchy white skin would horrify anyone.

 


You just insulted every
white person of every race on this planet.

 


So? I’m not supposed to be
white. I’m blue-black. I look like my family.

 


You don’t have to look
like them. Or even act like them. They’ll love you no matter what.
Go back. Talk to him.

 


I can’t. I just can’t.
He’s better off without me.

 


You don’t know
that.

 


I’m not taking that
chance.

 


Coward.

 


“I know.” I whispered.

 


I gave my parents all the platinum and
gold I had collected over the months since my last visit, making
sure they knew it was time to stop buying into all the cures and
just hire help so Criella could be a kid again. Well, a teenager at
this point.

 


“You need money out on the road.”
Mother said, trying to give some of it back.

 


“I can always get more. It’s easy for
me. You guys need this.”

 


“Fear,” Father started.

 


I crossed my arms and stepped back.
“Hire someone to help you out. That should pay for at least a year.
It’s time for me to leave.”


Trapped Inside My Mind:

 


Usually when dreams come I don’t mind
them all that much. Sure, I had nightmares, but I could live with
that. I thought the worst was behind me. I should have known
better.

 


Cayden wrapped an arm around me,
pulling me in close. The back of his fingers traced a line down my
cheek. His heart beat like a distant drum in my ear, comforting and
hypnotic. I closed my eyes, enjoying the moment. I could almost
feel his body heat warming me despite the cool air.

 


The dream changed. I left a letter for
him with my parents, but it wasn’t enough. How could it ever be
enough? Why did I have to be so impulsive? I could have stayed
longer. I could have talked to everyone who mattered in person.
Instead I just left.

 


Cayden stood at the end of a muddy
road, the letter I wrote him clutched between his hands. Pain
twisted my stomach as he fell to his knees, shaking. Only he wasn’t
crying.

 


“Cayden?” I whispered.

 


Deep, hysterical laughter rocked his
body. A strange grin stretched across his face, relief in his eyes.
Delicate, feminine hands reached out to him, pulling him to his
feet. A creature of light stood before him, unidentifiable but
heartbreakingly beautiful. Those warm hands I loved so much held
her face with a tenderness my whole body ached for. Their lips met,
their bodies pressed together, their hands searching and clutching
at each other in frenzied passion. Their forms entwined around each
other, combining into a burning red light. Every part of me
screamed at me to run to him; rip them apart and take my rightful
place beside him but I couldn’t. Whoever that was, whoever he may
end up with, they were better for him than I could ever
be.

 


The scene dissolved.

 


“You didn’t fight it.” The voice of
The Goddess of Death echoed around me.

 


“It hurts, but this is the way it has
to be.” I said, wiping the tears from my face.

 


“You could go back to him.”

 


In the span of a blink I was back with
Cayden, his smiling face inches from mine.

 


“We can finally be together. Forever.
Neither of us ever has to leave.” He said.

 


I held his hands in mine, gazing deep
into his dark eyes for a long moment. Taking a shuddering breath, I
stepped back. Our hands fell apart as his expression changed to one
of confusion.

 


“I can’t.” I said, holding back more
tears.

 


“Why not? Don’t you love
me?”

 


“Of course I love you Cay. I want to
be with you but I had to leave. I have to stay away from you until
I fix this.”

 


“It’s not your problem to fix. This is
just the way your sister is now.”

 


I took another step backwards. “It’s
my fault. It’s my fault she’s like this. I’m the reason she can’t
function right anymore.” Tears flowed freely down my cheeks and
onto my shirt. “I’m staying on this path until it’s
done.”

 


Darkness overtook us. Instead of
Cayden’s concerned face, my own broken down image stood over me.
The reflection growing smaller and smaller in the hundreds of dark
mirrors surrounding me.

 


“Are you sure?” The Goddess of Death
asked.

 


“Yes.” I choked. “I don’t care if I’m
hurt. I need to see this through.”

 


“But what if the ones you say you love
are hurt?”

 


Pieces of my fight with Criella echoed
around me in haunting whispers, growing louder with each refrain.
Their face, angry, swam closer in the dark mirrors as they swung at
me, screaming at me for leaving.

 


“The damage is already done. I may as
well keep going.”

 


The image vanished.

 


“So be it. You are already a Reaper,
Fear. Continue learning. Keep sending me souls and I will keep my
word.”

 


I woke up in a tree, my back aching
from a knot jammed into it. The last winter chill of spring clung
to the air, covering the budding leaves in a thin frost. The pain
in my soul still lingered. Pulling up a sleeve, I drew a trailing
design of flames up my arm. Hidden in the fire were a connected
letter C, and T near my wrist, and then another C by my elbow. The
thieves guild a day’s walk from my camp had a tattoo artist who
could ink it for me for a few silver pieces. It was the only way I
could think of to keep them close. Clutching the quill in my
shaking fist, I considered plunging the nib into my
skin.

 


If this works, and Tasha
isn’t haunted by my mistakes, this will all be worth it. All this
pain and suffering I’ve caused will be worth it. Please. Please
work.

 


The ink and quill back in their pouch,
I leapt down from the branch and started walking.


Why Would the Universe Do
This to Me?

 


The universe has a sick sense of
humor. Maybe it was meant to be a gift from The Queen of Death for
continuing to serve her, or it was another test. I don’t
know.

 


Leaning against the outer wall of a
particularly rowdy pub, I closed my eyes against the setting sun,
warming my face under my mask and hood.

 


“I’ll meet you in The Crow’s Nest
tomorrow at noon,” Torvi said, touching my shoulder.

 


“You sure you don’t need
help?”

 


“I need to do this alone.”

 


Opening my eyes, I caught her gaze and
placed my hand over hers “I’ll be here if you need me.”

 


She smiled briefly and walked away,
blending into the crowd.

 


Work had been scarce for the last
week, so I slipped inside, hoping to find a job to keep me
occupied.

 


“Sorry, nothing for you yet. Why don’t
you go talk to the new Bard? I hear he’s been looking for a
Hell-Spawn like you,” The bartender said.

 


Paranoia ran down my spine. “Did you
tell him anything about me?”

 


“Not a thing. I know to keep my mouth
shut. But he’s a Spawn too, so I don’t think he’s here to hurt
you.”

 


“That’s not a guarantee.” I muttered,
turning around.

 


“He’s starting in a minute if you want
to wait and check him out,” he added.

 


“You two talking about Cayden? He’s so
handsome and sweet. I wouldn’t mind getting to know him better.” A
waitress said, setting a serving tray down on the bar top. “Three
ales and a shot of the house whisky,”

 


“Cayden?” I sputtered. “Is he
purple?”

 


“Yeah, you know him?”

 


“I . . .”

 


“He does have that effect on people,”
The waitress said, smiling.

 


All my dreams and nightmares came true
at once as Cayden slipped into the room from a side door and
immediately struck a chord on his lute.

 


“Ladies, Gentlemen, Non-Binary
Beings,” He called in a sing-song voice. “Let me tell you a story
about a family. Maybe they’re just like yours. Maybe they’re your
neighbors or your friends. But they’re waiting for their happy
ending just like we all are.” Cayden picked his way through the
tables, strumming and singing in his tantalizingly dark, raspy
voice. “The children were young when the carnival came and turned
their lives upside down. We were happy and free before the carnival
came, and the demons changed every-thing. A man came from the dark
and captured the princess, took her away and ran. The family
chased, the village did help. They tracked them down and stole her
back, but it was too late. The princess was broken, her mind
shattered like glass. The warrior, my love, blamed themselves. They
never forgave their failure. To protect their dear sister, so they
stepped up and stepped out and did what they could to help their
family survive. Then one day Death did appear and offered them a
deal. ‘Become my Reaper and I will save her, take away the memories
that haunt her’. So the warrior left us all behind, and the stories
began trickling in. Adventures and justice, revenge long awaited,
the Reaper and warrior does fight. They send gold and silver, and
jewelry too, so their family won’t have to work so hard. Still I
have lost my warrior love, but you are protected, lest your
villainous tendencies rise. And please remember this song and its
lesson, be kind to your fellow life or the Reaper will find you,
they’ll hunt and they’ll kill you, while I mourn the loss of my
love.”

 


If it wasn’t for the panicked
thrumming in my chest not unlike a hummingbird on drugs, I would
have said my heart stopped beating. He was right there, just feet
from me. The applause died down, and Cayden grinned, launching into
a happier tune about adventuring that I recognized from our youth.
I slunk back, keeping at least two people between him and me as he
walked around, singing brightly.

 


The last note struck, reverberating in
the air, and we both stopped. Somehow I managed to step into a gap
between patrons. No one between us, our eyes met.

 


“Fear?” He said softly.

 


Fuck.

 


“Oh my gods! Fear! It’s me!” Cay said,
trying to stay quiet.

 


His mowhawk had grown out just a
little on the sides so it was no longer shaved clean. Faded pink
dye colored the tips of the long strip in the center. His dark eyes
bore into mine.

 


“Cayden,” I whispered.

 


“Are you working right
now?”

 


I shook my head.

 


“Can. . . Can we get a
drink?”

 


I let him lead me inside to a table
scattered with empty bottles and tankards- the only available one
in the room. The waitress from earlier cleared it for us and took
our order.

 


“How have you been? I haven’t seen you
in a year and a half.” He said, eyes shining.

 


“I’ve been okay.” I said, my heart
firmly lodged in my throat.

 


“I heard you came back to the village
a few times.”

 


“Yeah,”



“Why didn’t you come see
me?”

 


I squeezed my eyes shut. He reached
for my hand, making me jerk and he withdrew. Taking a steadying
breath, I took his hand and held it there on the table.

 


“I’m so sorry I left the way I did.
You deserved better.” I said quietly. “I didn’t come see you
because I didn’t want to face you hating me.”

 


He squeezed my fingers. “I could never
hate you, Honey Fangs. You’re my best friend. I love you. And I
understand, you were given a holy mission to help Tasha. I just
wanted to see you again. I missed you so much.”

 


“Cay,” I started. The words caught in
my throat. “I’m putting you in danger just by talking to you. I
can’t. . .”

 


“I’m a better fighter now. You don’t
have to worry about me anymore.”

 


“I have to do this alone. I can’t rely
on anyone else to do this for me.”

 


“It doesn’t mean you have
to be alone. You
can still have friends. You’ll always have me.”

 


The waitress slid up to our table and
set down the drinks with a heavy click. “Anything else I can get
ya?”

 


“Are there rooms available?” he
asked.

 


“Talk to the woman at the bar with the
big book.” She said and walked away.

 


Under the guise of drinking, I pulled
down my mask and took in the rest of Cayden’s appearance, the
tankard hiding my face. Fine black silk and linen that clung or
draped in all the right places replaced the basic tunic and loose
pants I was so used to him wearing. A short sword hung from his
belt along with pouches and a potion bottle in a sling. He still
had that same sweet, goofy smile that could make my heart
skip.

 


“What happened?” He asked, touching my
exposed face as I set my drink down.

 


“Potion.” I mumbled.

 


“You have to give me more than that.”
He said with a small laugh.

 


“There was a potion that was supposed
to help me change my appearance at will. It did this instead. I
know. I know. I’m hideous.”

 


“You look just as beautiful now as you
always have.” His fingertips lingered on my chin, tilting my head
toward the light of a wall sconce. He sighed. “Let me go get a
room. Even if you don’t want to stay with me tonight, I need a
place to sleep.”

 


My legs shook as I fought the urge to
run. My muscles begged me to slip out the back door and avoid the
trouble that was sure to follow staying with him. My heart on the
other hand screamed his name. It wept at the thought of not feeling
his arms around me when he offered it so freely. With a loud crack,
my knee collided painfully with the table leg, and I sank back into
my seat. I couldn’t leave him again. I couldn’t run away without
saying goodbye. He wove through the tables on his way back to me,
the handsome smile that made my whole body melt into a puddle of
Hell Spawn goo still plastered on his face. My heart beat even
louder.

 


“Can you tell me about your
adventures? You’re in service of The Goddess of Death now, right?”
He said, sitting down again and showing me a room key before
slipping it into a pocket.

 


I launched into a brief explanation of
training, and then a slightly longer recounting of some of my jobs.
He ‘ooh’ed in all the right places, squeezing my hand when I
recounted moments of danger. I expected him to get upset or leave
when I told him an edited version of the mob family story, but he
kept listening, fascinated. The Yule story seemed to be his
favorite.

 


“Do you still want to be around a
killer?” I asked.

 


“You’re not just some killer. You are
doing this for a goddess. She asked you to send her souls. You’re
only giving her criminals. It’s a righteous mission. I’m proud of
you.” He paused. “Do you want to go somewhere more
private?”

 


“What room? We can’t go at the same
time.”

 


“Twelve.” He said, keeping his voice
as low as possible.

 


“I’ll meet you up there.”

 


He stayed seated as I walked out the
front door, watching me disappear into the crowd of patrons and
evening shoppers hurrying home after a long day.

 


Making my way around back, I cast my
gaze around, half expecting to see someone tailing me but no one
seemed to notice a young Hell Spawn in dark leather armor and an
artfully tattered cloak sneaking around the side and climbing up a
rusted fire escape. The hall inside was dimly lit, the flames of
candles just bright enough to see illuminated numbers painted on
the doors. I managed to unlock the door of room twelve and slip
inside, locking it behind me when a pair of large boot steps
crested the stairs from the bar. A heavy key slid inside the lock
and twisted. Habit kicked in, and I slipped inside the wardrobe,
keeping a tiny gap between the doors to watch the room.

 


Cayden stepped in, leaving the door
unlocked.

 


A breath of relief escaped my chest
and I slipped back out from my hiding spot. “You should lock
that.”

 


He jumped, his hand pressed to his
heart. “Fuck, Fear. You startled me.”

 


I grinned, bowing.

 


He locked the door and stripped off
his gear, placing it on the desk a few feet away. I bit my lip.
Watching his fingers run along the leather and cords ignited
something in me I had thought was dead. I couldn’t help myself. He
was mine again. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I kissed him.
“Are you too startled to function?”

 


“Not at all. You know I love a good
scare.” He said, kissing me back.

 


His hands shook as he helped me
unbuckle my studded leather armor, his fingers fumbling over the
metal clasps. I groaned in pain as I lifted my shoulder, stiff from
a half healed bruise. The pieces fell to the floor with my cloak
and weapons in a heap.

 


“Let’s take our time with this.” I
said, suddenly nervous.

 


“Of course, anything you want.” He
said, tilting my jaw up to kiss me. His soft lips found mine and I
was suddenly in heaven. My whole world spun. All I wanted- all I
could ever want- was to stay like that forever. His solid arms
wrapped around my waist, keeping me pressed against him. My fingers
wound through his soft hair, protesting in pain as I tightened my
grip. He pulled back, kissing up my cheek to my ear. “You
okay?”

 


“Just sore.” I said, burying my face
in his shoulder.

 


He rubbed my back and kissed the side
of my head, avoiding the areas that made me gasp and twitch when he
touched them.

 


“Are you sure you want to do this? If
you’re hurt . . .”

 


I pulled his face down and kissed him
again. “I’m fine. I’m used to being banged up. I just need to go
slow at first.”

 


“Then let’s sit down,” Guiding me to
the bed, he sat back against the headboard and pulled me down in
front of him. “Is this okay?”

 


I leaned back against his chest. “This
is great.”

 


His arms wrapped around me once more,
rubbing my stomach with one hand and my thigh with the other. I
laid there for a long while, enjoying the gentle massage of his
hands tracing over my whole body. Our horns clicked together when
he leaned his head forward and kissed my shoulder, sending shivers
down my back. My hand found his leg, now much stronger than I
remember, and I rubbed down the side. He kissed my shoulder again,
nibbling gently.

 


“I thought you were strong before,
you’re pretty cut now.” He said, smiling.

 


I laughed. “Yeah, I’ve built up a bit
of muscle.”

 


“Where’d you get this?” He asked,
petting the IX tattooed on my neck.

 


“Remember that mob family story I told
you?” I asked, suddenly sheepish.

 


“Yes,”

 


“Well. We were betrayed. The guards
were expecting us and we were all captured. Those assholes decided
to brand us but it didn’t work on me. So they tattooed me
instead.”

 


“Is that why everyone died?” He said,
kissing my neck.

 


“Yes. We kind of took it
personally.”

 


He kissed me again. “Do you have any
other tattoos? Preferably something more consensual?”

 


“Just one,” I said, pulling off my
shirt. I twisted my arm around, showing him the flames wrapped
around my forearm.

 


“That’s nice. Did you design
it?”

 


I nodded. “It has your initial hidden
in it.” I pointed out the single ‘C’ just below my
elbow.

 


“You still love me.”

 


“I never stopped.” I said, looking him
in the eye. “I am sorry I left the way I did. There’s no excuse.
You deserve better.”

 


Cay kissed my forehead. “It hurt, but
I understand. Hopefully one day we can be together again for real.
Maybe even get married. If you’re still open to the
idea.”

 


“I’d like that.” I said, settling
deeper into his embrace.

 


He squeezed me gently; then started
kissing me all over. His lips traced down my arm, lingering on my
wrist before kissing each finger in turn. Working back up my arm,
he kissed across my shoulders, biting the back of my neck before
repeating the process on my other arm. Each time I gasped and
shifted, he would stay there, kissing the spot over and over until
I leaned back into him. Sliding off the bed, he kissed and rubbed
up and down my back, eliciting a few soft moans from me. When he
moved to my chest, he pushed me down on the bed, pinning me gently.
The weight of his body pressed against mine felt deliciously
comfortable. He kissed his way down, covering every inch of me with
his lips. With my help, he pulled off my pants and kissed my
thighs. When his mouth hovered between my legs, I shivered, my
heart beating too fast. The wet heat of his breath sent electric
sparks through my spine, leaving me tingling and excited. His eyes
found mine, locking on as the tip of his tongue traced over my
moist flesh.

 


My eyes closed of their own accord,
the bliss of his lips and tongue searching and massaging my folds
was a blissful reminder of an easier time in my life, when my
biggest worry was being bitten by a huge rat at work. It felt even
better than my memories of us together. The ones that kept me
company on lonely nights. He moaned, pushing his tongue further
inside me, his arms pressing my hips down into the bed. Cayden ate
me out, sending waves of pleasure wracking through my body. My
fingers found his hair again, keeping his face locked against me,
my hips thrusting up as I came. As soon as I caught my breath, he
pulled off his tunic and pants, and leaned down to kiss my thighs
again.

 


At long last, he kissed back up my
torso and licked my bottom lip. No thoughts came, just the urge to
suck his tongue, which drew another low moan from him. His hips
thrust against me and we kissed deeper, almost violently in our
passion. Propping himself up on one elbow, he reached down and
guided himself inside me. I moaned in pleasure, my legs locking
around his waist. He bit my neck, thrusting hard against me. I
gasped and moaned, fingers digging into his back.

 


He groaned, kissing up to my ear.
“Sorry. I’ll be gentler.” He said, slowing his pace.

 


I wanted to tell him to keep going
hard, but I couldn’t speak. All that came out was soft sounds of
pleasure each time he pushed deeper inside of me. He was slow.
Gentle; methodical with his thrusting. He was holding back, trying
desperately to keep himself from going too fast and hurting
me.

 


“Cay,” I managed, digging my fingers
so hard into his back I drew blood.

 


His eyes flashed; my body warmed, the
fire between us increasing as he sped up, thrusting
harder.

 


“Is this okay?” He whispered into my
jaw, biting me again. “I can slow down again.”

 


I squeezed my legs around him, keeping
his body pulled tight against me. “Yes,” I moaned, exposing more of
my neck to him.

 


He timed his bites and kisses with his
thrusts as they grew deeper and harder, rocking the headboard
against the wall. I was almost screaming in pleasure, my head
light, my whole body tingling. The feeling crested. My breath
caught. The orgasm that overtook me was unlike anything I had ever
felt before. Cayden buried his face into my neck, groaning as he
came with me, his member buried all the way inside me; his hips
locked in place by my quivering legs.

 


“Fear,” He growled, kissing all over
my face and neck.

 


I couldn’t speak anymore. I just held
his face with both hands and kissed him, sucking his tongue again
when it parted my lips.

 


He eventually pulled out, rolling onto
his back and pulled me against his side, his hands pressed against
my bare flesh. I kissed his chest, wrapping my arm around his thick
torso. His heartbeat slowed, his labored breath
quieting.

 


“That was amazing.” I said, still
kissing him.

 


He rubbed my back, his free hand
gripping my elbow. “You’re amazing.” He said. “Though I think
people know I’m up here with someone.”

 


I laughed. “Worth it.”

 


He kissed the top of my head. “I’m
glad you enjoyed it.”

 


We fell asleep in each other’s arms,
tangled in blankets for the rest of the night.

 


I woke just as dawn crested the roofs
of the city to a raven tapping at the glass of the window with its
beak. Pulling the sheet around me, I stood to one side and opened
it, waiting for it to hop inside. It fluttered to the single chair
in the room and cawed loudly.

 


“Shhhh,” I said, glancing back at
Cayden, still asleep in bed. He shifted but didn’t wake.

 


The raven cawed again, this time
quietly.

 


“What do you want?”

 


The bird stared at me, stretching out
its wings.

 


Time for me to go . . .
somewhere.

 


“I’ll leave after he wakes up.” I
whispered.

 


It nodded and flew out the open
window, letting me crawl back into bed. Cay’s arm wrapped around me
automatically, tempting me to never leave again. I kissed him
awake, secretly wishing he would find a reason for me to
stay.

 


“Morning sweet fangs,” He said,
groggy.

 


“Morning honey bat. I’ve been called
out on a mission. I have to leave.”

 


“Are you sure?”

 


“Unfortunately.”

 


The raven chose that moment to land on
the window sill again and caw at us.

 


“That’s really fucking weird, but it
makes sense.” he said, staring at it.

 


I laughed. “See what I have to work
with?”

 


He kissed me and we both sat up,
reaching for our clothes. “Does she speak to you any other way?” He
asked, trying to sound offhand.

 


“I have visions and dreams sometimes
but mostly its birds showing me where she wants me to
go.”

 


“Hey,” He said as I finished pulling
on my armor. “I’m glad we had last night. Just don’t make me wait
another year and a half to see you again, okay?” He kissed my
cheek.

 


“You’re on the road now. How am I
going to find you again?”

 


“I’ll be back in Hell’s Gate next
month. Now that I’ve found you, I don’t need to go wandering
anymore.”

 


“About that. Loved the song, but it
will be safer for you if you don’t tell people you know me. Being a
Reaper means making enemies. People sometimes want revenge for the
family members I kill.”

 


“Okay,” He said, kissing my hand.
“I’ll stop singing that song.”

 


“Oh no, you can keep singing it. Just
don’t mention me by name, or ask about me directly. ‘That Hell
Spawn Reaper with the attitude problem’ is enough.” I kissed him
again, long and slow. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, but I will
come see you. I promise.”

 


Weapons strapped into their proper
places, goodbyes said, I jumped out of the window with cat like
grace.

 


Thank the gods I stuck that
landing. That could have been embarrassing. I thought to myself, smiling as I walked away. My love life
mostly secure, it was time to start another adventure.
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