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In the dim hour between wakeful life and sleep’s temporary death, noise becomes magnified. Fear mandates paralysis and something of the prey animal re-emerges in man.

The steady thunk-thunk-thunk of boots stopped outside my door. The breath caught in my throat. I saw them outside its grey metal expanse. Watchful. Waiting. Conferring silently with another.

They’re cleaning men. Delivery drivers on a midnight run.

The door burst open with a percussive blast. I scrambled up from my bed. The sweaty sheets hung tight against my body. A swaddling second skin that was tripping me up. Slowing me down.

The hallway was bright, luminous. I lived ten stories up in a studio apartment. Only the cold November air and a hundred foot drop awaited me on my backside.

“Get out,” I shouted.

Hazy black rings stared across the dim-dark room. They were wearing gas masks.

Why were they wearing gas masks?

I didn’t have time to answer my question, because they chose that moment to rush forward in a mob action. There were four of them. Large men in olive green paramilitary uniforms. Black polyester gloves covered their hands, leaving not an inch of skin exposed.

I exploded forward with a heavy haymaker. The sheets twisted below my feet, and I was slow. Oh so slow. I watched in horror as my fist sailed softly towards the side of the closest intruder’s head.

He ducked around it easily, and then something more iron than flesh came flying into the side of my head. I flew backwards onto the smooth hardwood floor. The drapes came crashing down behind me and the moon’s white glow soaked across my bare skin.

The ghastly apparitions had formed above me in a half-circle. I wanted to move, but I could not. The fall had paralyzed me. For an eternity, they stared with those dead plastic eyes. Rough hands grabbed at my wrists and ankles.

I was being flipped onto my face. The pillow pushed up against my cheeks, my mouth, my nostrils. They were smothering me. Strength flowed back into my limbs. I twisted into the flimsy fabric and the pressure behind my head increased.

It reached a fever pitch as the last spurts of oxygen left my lungs. A richer blackness spotted my vision, before exploding into bursts of neon green and blue. Then, suddenly, magically it ceased.

Hovering above my face wrapped in a halo of gold were two worried green eyes. Twin creases pockmarked the edges of her frown.

“You were having the dream again,” Emily said.

I nodded mutely.

* * *

Her hand moved up to my forehead. A sheen of cool sweat had worked its way across my skin. She sighed.

“They’ve been getting worse, haven’t they?” she said.

“Yes,” I croaked.

“Is your throat dry?” she said.

Without waiting for a response, she walked over to the rolling cart she’d parked by the door and grabbed a slim metal pitcher and a foam cup. A slender waterfall tinkled into the polystyrene.

I made to take the cup from her hand, but she stopped me. Her touch was stern yet gentle. When she brought the foam edge to my lips, I closed my eyes. Gratefulness mingled with embarrassment.

Not a month ago, I’d been on top of the world. An Olympic athlete. I’d graced the covers of cereal boxes and magazines. Now, I was reduced to this. An invalid taking his fluids from a buxom nurse on a hospital bed.

She pulled the cup away.

I forced myself to open my eyes.

“Thank you,” I said.

“My pleasure,” she said, flashing a tight smile that didn’t quite move past her lips. “It’s time for dinner. We have pork chops, mixed beans, and jello.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I responded.

She returned to the cart, and came back with a stiff plastic tray filled with a variegated sea of bright colors. It wouldn’t taste like much. The mush factor was considerable at this place. But, after two weeks of an all liquid diet, any solid food tasted like heaven. She brought down the arm holding the tray table over my waist and placed the tray down. Then she refilled the cup and brought it back to me.

“Anything else I can get for you?” she said.

I opened my mouth to speak, but it was another man’s voice who filled the room.

“You know, these pork chops are okay and all, but what I’d really love are some chicken breasts,” he said. “Yes sir, some thick, juicy breast meat is what really gets my blood pumping.”

Without glancing over at the man in the next bed, Emily replied, “Unfortunately for you, the chickens prefer a cock that isn’t micro-sized.”

She made eye contact with me. A smile danced over her lips as she rolled her eyes. It was an adorable combination.

“Thank you for your help, that’ll be all for right now,” I said.

Emily reached down and squeezed my hand.

“If you need anything else, the call button is right over there,” she inclined her head towards the small red dot by my bedside.

Then, she got up and made her way towards the door. When she was out of the room, but still within earshot the man in the bed next to me piped up.

“Hmmm, hmmm, hmmm, I love watching it jiggle.”

“Shut up,” I said.

“I was talking about the jello, man.”

“Whatever, just shut up,” I said.

I glanced over at the patient in the next bed. Amusement glittered over his shit-brown eyes. I felt like spitting at him, but refrained from doing so. For one thing, I don’t think it’d reach all the way between our beds. For another thing, Emily would likely be the one cleaning it up.

The fact that she already had to clean up my bedpans when I was in the worst of it was humiliating enough. I didn’t want her touching anymore of my bodily fluids, at least not the gross kind.

Instead of retaliating, I closed my eyes and replayed the memory of Emily’s retreating form as she’d sashayed away from me. The nameless patient, the appellation he’d introduced himself with, while both comical and obscene, was unlikely to be found on any birth record, had a point. With Emily’s long blond hair, curving hips and generous breasts, watching her go was almost as much of a treat as watching her come.

Not that I had any direct experience with the latter.
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“Come on, you can do it.”

A fat drop of sweat plopped into my eye. It bit salty against the thin membrane.

I gritted my teeth.

A false half-smile curved uncertainly below a mop of dark brown hair. The P.T. was young, and blessed with a baby face he looked even younger than his insignificant years.

The parallel bars stretched out in front of me endlessly. Once, I’d performed weighted dips on a similar set of bars in the basement of the U.S. Olympic Ski Team’s training center. Then, I’d performed the exercise with more than a hundred pounds dangling from a steel chain wrapped around my waist.

Now, I was shuffling down the length of the bars, weighed down by nothing more than a paper thin hospital gown. My feet were solidly planted on the ground and each step brought a symphony of agonies.

“If this is too painful, we can stop,” the P.T. said.

His voice was gentle, and filled with that professional bedside crap they must teach at medical school.

I shook my head violently, and closed my eyes.

“Give me a second doc,” I said.

No way in hell am I stopping.

I opened my eyes. The physical therapy room abutted a long hallway, and a window ran from about waist height up almost to the ceiling. This provided a clear view of the hallway. Currently outlined against its baby blue walls was a nurse who had been pushing a metal tray.

Without even the dumb pretext of tying her shoes or looking at her phone, she’d stopped. Emily’s warm eyes peered through the glass. A new strength lifted my heart and my right foot rose and fell. My left foot followed. I tore my gaze away from the window and looked down towards the end of the parallel bars.

Each footfall brought a new flurry of pain. Hot needles sank into the soles of my feet, my calves, and thighs. Air fluttered through my lungs hot and useless, and more than once I thought I’d pass out.

After an eternity, there was only air left before me. Soft flesh enthusiastically gripped my upper arm.

“James, that was fantastic,” the P.T. beamed. “Keep that up and you’ll be out of here in no time.”

I mustered up a wan smile. But, when I turned it wasn’t the P.T.’s face I was looking for. The smile left my lips.

She was already gone.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Selective mutism is a curious thing.

Most commonly seen in children under the age of five, occasionally it manifests in older children, teenagers, and even adults. Psychologists still haven’t discovered its precise origins, although the usual suspects are at play: anxiety, post-traumatic stress (hell, even just stress in general), abuse, neglect, and untreated psychological issues all top the list.

But, mostly the culprit seems to be a mixture of anxiety and a generalized social phobia, whatever their origins may be is another story.

I did not attend good schools growing up. I say this matter of factly.

I am a grown man, and until recently I enjoyed a very prestigious, very lucrative profession.

I have nothing to complain about.

Nonetheless, it is a fact that I must note: my schooling was sub-par. At least, up until I turned 14 and scouts for the U.S. Olympic ski team picked me out and whisked me away to a life scarcely imaginable to me up until that point.

The fact that I’d even managed to ski up to that point was the curious byproduct of a philanthropist with a fondness for the alpine hobby. His endowment fund had enabled dozens of children from my grungy inner ring suburb to hit the slopes each winter, and if my teachers grumbled that the money could’ve been better spent on textbooks, well, it’s not like they were doing the best job without them.

When I was thirteen a new girl joined our class. Her name was Ivayla, and she’d emigrated with her mother from one of those snowy former Soviet Republics where life is hard and the people harder.

That she understood English was clear from the first day.

The extent of that English was fuzzy, but she knew when to open and close her books, and for my teachers that knowledge sufficed. If she was incapable of speaking in any language, those selfsame teachers welcomed the tranquility brought by her silence.

At my middle school, silence was a rare commodity.

She was small and mousy, with tangled blonde hair that hadn’t seen shampoo nor a hair brush in an interminable era. I sat behind her in pre-algebra, to the side of her in history, and three desks down and one desk to the right in language arts. Though I never admitted it to anyone- I never had anyone to admit things to in those days- she was my first crush.

She projected an air of tender vulnerability. At a school like mine, this was untenable.

* * *

It happened in the big trees behind the baseball diamond. How they’d lured her back there, I still don’t know to this day.

There were three boys. Marcus was the biggest, but Kevin was the meanest. Her books were on the ground, and her back was to the tree. They ringed around her in a loose semi-circle.

My blood froze, and my heart raced. We made eye contact. Her panicked green eyes found mine. I remember my lips moving in a silent plea: don’t say a word.

I crept up behind them, walking heel to toe on the spongy grass. With three against one, I had only one thing going for me: the element of surprise. A twig snapped.

Marcus’s head swung around just in time to catch the yellowed-white heel of my sneaker as it swept towards his chin. Seven years of tae-kwon-do paid off when his obese form flopped limply backwards. I spun forward with another high kick, and then Brendan was sprawled out beside his chubby friend.

An animal fury flashed in Kevin’s eyes. Dropping into my fighting stance, I advanced on him. I took only a step forward, and that was enough. All four foot eleven inches and ninety eight pounds of prepubescent boyhood shot towards me in a bull rush.

Too close for a kick, I side-stepped him and reached out for his shirt at the same time. My hands gripped great handfuls of cotton, and then I sent him spinning towards an old oak. His hands rushed out to stop himself against its tired trunk. An oomphf flew from his stomach.

I waited.

He turned around, hands held in front of him; blood dripped from his palms. Ragged breaths racked his chest. He shot me a hateful glare, and then he was sprinting back towards the school building.

I gently nudged Marcus. He let out a snort. I repeated the process with Brendan and got the same results.

They’d be okay.

Ivayla was staring at me. Every muscle in her body tense. It was an unthinking, animal stiffness. A flight or fight response. I took a hesitant step forward.

Ivayla chose flight.

I watched her sprint into the moss covered trees that abutted our middle school. I watched her until her small body disappeared in the aether and then I watched some more, and when I was done watching I walked back to school.

Ivayla and I never spoke about this. We never spoke, period. Three months later, I was scouted out and then my life was turned upside down. The three boys mostly avoided me in that short space we held together. I thought they’d try for retaliation, but apparently they weren’t all as stupid as they looked.

I still wonder about her, that girl.
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“A car crash, huh?” Emily said.

A smile flickered behind her eyes. I knew she already knew all about the details of my incident. I’m sure she did. It had to be in my case file somewhere. Regardless, she made for an impressive audience oohing and ahhing at the right moments, she had that special gift of making you feel like you were the most important person in the room.

“If you can believe it, I was making a Taco Bell run,” I said, warming up to her presence.

“They let you guys eat that crap?” she said.

“Did you just call Taco Bell crap?” I said, incredulous.

I made to sit up. Emily stopped me by placing one soft hand on my shoulder. Her touch was no stronger than a feather, but that was all that was necessary to guide me back to the bed. I was putty in her hands.

“Continue,” she said.

A snore rose up from the bed next to me. I glanced over at the curtain that separated us from him. My bedside companion had slipped into a coma that morning. Though I hadn’t learned his real name, the night before he’d shared why he was in here: a gunshot wound to the shoulder.

He’d intuited that the wound was a result of a turf war, and that he was to be feared on the outside.

What a dope.

“So, anyways it’s three pm on a Tuesday, and this jackass in a Mercedes runs a red light and slams right into me,” I said.

Her eyebrows creased in sympathy.

“Next thing, I knew I woke here,” I continued, shrugging my shoulders. “Not too much else for the story. Fortunately, this is my off season, but everyone’s telling me I’ll have to take this winter off.”

“You don’t think you will?” she said.

“It’s not a matter of thinking. It’s a matter of will,” I said.

I sucked in a breath and added, “I will not let this stop me.”

Slender fingers twined around mine. Her hand pulsed against mine, and an electric current ran through my body. Behind her, the hallway was empty. The lights were dimmed. I tilted my head up, and she tilted hers down. Our lips were a hair’s breadth away when the first gunshot rang out.

Her head snapped back. Panic filled her eyes.

I put one finger to my lip. She nodded silently in response. My eyes flickered towards the open doorway. There was movement in the hallway. Two figures were padding silently towards us. Their faces were obscured by ghastly white Halloween scream masks. Sleek black barrels hung loosely from their hands.

Reality took on a dreamlike quality and everything seemed to slow. The closer of the two gunmen slowly swung his barrel up.

Summoning all of my strength, I wrapped my arm around Emily’s back and sent her tumbling to the ground. Without thinking, I hobbled to my feet. Even this slight exertion sent beads of sweat to my forehead, and for a single, fatal second my vision was clouded with neon starbursts.

When my vision cleared the two ghouls were at the door. I heard it a millisecond after I felt it. I crumpled to the floor. Everything hurt. It hurt so bad. Hot liquid filled my lungs, and a creeping numbness flowed over me like a crashing ocean wave.

The last thing I saw before was that cheap glow in the dark rubber leering over me. A muzzle flashed and then the brightness dissolved into darkness.

Interlude

There was no sleep. No loss of consciousness. The blackness stretched on for an eternity and I was floating in it. Stars slowly appeared at the edges of my vision. They grew larger as I picked up speed.

I felt nothing. No cold. No heat. Neither pain nor numbness suffused me.

I was a conscious nonentity.

The luminous dots were growing bolder now, and they crowded my vision. Without knowing how I knew, I saw that the stars were not stars at all but human cocoons; hibernating souls waiting for a signal.

A vast astral line crossed the darkness. Another followed and the two connected, blossomed and a web of streaking silver spun outwards. I could not blink, I had no eyes. I watched as a giant of a woman appeared in front of me. Perspective was meaningless in so vast and contextless a place. She might’ve been a million miles away or mere meters.

She was beautiful, heartrendingly so, and sad. Just as I’d known the true nature of the white glowing orbs, I instinctively knew her sadness was for me.

You have died a hero’s death James. Do not think this is the end. This is only the beginning. The quest before you is long and arduous, but do not despair. We will meet again when you cross the ninth seal.

A great task has been set before you. Do not disappoint me.

The words reverberated through my consciousness. I opened my mouth to speak, only to remember I had no mouth. The astral vision burst into a cloud of sparks and the woman was no more.

What the hell was that? I thought.

In a land without time, eons might’ve passed or just seconds.

The stars dimmed one by one and soon the last pinprick of light dissipated, and a total darkness covered me. The woman’s words echoed through me: This is only the beginning.
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That was a damn crazy dream.

Simian chattering pierced my ears. I opened my eyes and groaned. Bright, buttery light streamed in through a canopy of emerald leaves. I turned onto my side.

What the hell is going on?

Something tugged at my shoe. My whole body tensed up as two pieces of information simultaneously apparated into my mind.

1) I hadn’t been wearing shoes when I went to bed last night.

2) More importantly, some thing was trying to remove it from my foot.

Whoever, or whatever it was, they were being none too gentle about it. Instinctively, I kicked out with my other foot and connected with something solid. A thin squeal broke through the restless jungle chatter. I turned my head and my stomach turned as I identified the source of the sound. If I was still on Earth- a proposition I was increasingly finding doubtful- then, I must be on some sort of unexplored tropical island, because I was 100% sure that the creature currently hissing at my feet was not something I would find in any textbook or on any website.

I scrambled to my feet and shot backwards until something rough and solid pressed into my back. Great gulps of air passed in and out of my lungs. Crouched before me was a very pissed off monkey. Bright green scales coated its body from the long, curved claws that hung out over its feet up to its chin. A shock of bright orange hair popped out from the back of its head giving it an almost troll doll-like appearance. But that’s not what caught my attention.

Its face was a sluggish mass of grey, glistening wrinkles. If the rest of its body was a weird almagation of mammal and lizard, its face was an amphibious disc. Moist skin gently pulsed in and out. Three irregularly shaped eyes formed a rough triangle atop its forehead. A long thin line split the lower half of its face.

It took a half-step towards me, and its upper lip drew back revealing a sharp row of needle pointed teeth. Two long canines folded over its lower lip.

Everything slowed. A sudden rush of blood flowed to my brain as the jungle disappeared and was replaced by a curtain of sloping fresh fallen snow. Each breath was calmer than the last. The mountain fell away.

I needed a weapon.

A heavy looking branch maybe three or four feet in length was a few feet away. Extending my limbs to make myself seem bigger, I took small steps towards the branch. The thing scooched backwards on its butt a grudging few feet. I’d take it.

I slowly lowered my hand, my eyes never leaving the three black breathing slits that were its eyes. It exploded with an animal fury, and my reflexes took over.

Years of high precision training saved my life. In a micro-second I had the stick in my hand, its rough bark pushed reassuringly into my skin, and then I was bringing it up in a vicious upswing. I simultaneously side-stepped as the stick connected in a glancing blow with the thing. It rolled in an acrobatic display across the jungle floor, before flipping back up onto its feet.

So, it could be bipedal. Good to know.

On its hind legs, it stood no taller than my waist. Its arms hung past its knees. Strong, tearing claws glistened whitely in the tropical sun. Its triple eyes stared expressionless from its inhuman face.

Without warning, it turned and clambered up a nearby tree. In a flash, it was gone. Chattering simian voices sung from the creaking branches overhead. I looked up caught a few furtive shadows slipping over the boughs that crisscrossed the sky.

I shook my head.

Whatever they were, they must think I’m more trouble than I’m worth. Still, I kept the branch firmly in hand. The events of the past night came crashing back around me. Emily. The gunshot. The pain. The kiss that never was, and the strange astral woman in that darkling plain.

The cocooning stars.

Was I in hell or was it heaven? Or maybe this was a sort of lucid dream. One of those impossibly long dreams that were supposed to occur at the very moment of death.

Maybe a wormhole had opened up and carried my dying body into another dimension. Whatever had happened, I should take stock of my situation. Looking down, I saw that my hospital gown had been replaced by a loose-fitting white linen tunic and shorts that came down to just above my knee. At least, I assumed they were linen. I’d never been much for fabrics or fashion. Regardless, the material was light and breathable, which was a godsend considering the sweltering heat of wherever this was. I’d been wrong on my first assessment. I wasn’t wearing shoes at all. Neatly constructed bamboo sandals covered my feet.

Cool, comfortable, and sturdy, they looked like something you might see rice farmers wearing in Indonesia or Vietnam.

As for the jungle, it could have come straight out of a postcard for Indonesia, Brazil, or the Congo. But I had a strong feeling I wasn’t in any of those places.

Tall brownish trees stood spaced at regular intervals, and strong looking vines- some with diameters thicker than my waist- twined and twisted around their length. Fortunately, the undergrowth wasn’t too bad. Trekking through this mess wouldn’t be comfortable, but it wouldn’t be a chore either.

The first order of business would be finding clean drinking water. Despite my vocation, I didn’t consider myself much of an outdoorsman. Still, I knew enough to know that running water was preferable to standing water. I cocked my head and listened for the sound of swift moving water.

Nothing.

I glanced around. Everything looked the same.

I sighed and took off in a direction at random.

* * *

It only took a few hours before the tinkle of running water led me to a small stream. After inspecting the water and finding it clear and cool, I brought several handfuls to my mouth. The heat had already leeched out a considerable portion of my bodily fluids, and the water was a welcome respite.

My thirst slaked, I set off downriver. With any luck, the water would flow into something bigger: maybe a lake or even an ocean. Though still slim, my chances of finding human habitation seemed more likely near a body of water.

It wasn’t a very good plan but given the circumstances it was the best I could come up with.

After my initial encounter with the monkey thing, the jungle’s animal life had more or less kept to themselves. Every so often, I’d hear a cracking branch or the rustle of leaves overhead. Exotic bird cries warbled at infrequent intervals, but of the actual creatures I saw neither hide nor hair.

Another development which I became aware of more gradually, but for which I was even more grateful was the lack of bugs. My experience with tropical places was limited to a few vacations to Hawaii and a backpacking expedition I’d taken in Borneo as a 23 year old with my then girlfriend.

The latter trip had been a near constant fight against buzzing, stinging things in the air, and creepy crawly things on land. By the end, I’d exhausted a medicine cabinet’s worth of sprays and creams, despite which random patches of red bumps and scabby patches had persisted on my skin for weeks afterwards.

And that was to say nothing of the foot long crimson centipede who’d had the temerity to interrupt a mountainside bout of love making.

If there were no bugs and the local fauna was keeping to itself, the plant life had no such compunctions. The undergrowth grew more thickly around the edge of the stream. After about an hour’s walk, the stream joined a river and here the undergrowth grew even more thickly. Snarling, tangled bushes with bright green leaves tumbled together in thick briars.

Small black berries poked out at random intervals. I stopped before a patch. They were slender tear drops, smooth and glistening black. I wasn’t hungry, strange given how far I’d walked, but I might be later.

I touched a berry and immediately pulled my hand away. It was warm. More than that, I’d felt the distant thrum of a beating heart through the berry’s tender skin. A cool breeze fanned through the glade. A voice, insubstantial and substanceless, swept along on its wings:

Do not eat the food of the dead, or you will remain among their number for eternity.

I shivered, and continued walking. Beneath the thick canopy, it was impossible to see the passage of the sun. But I could judge its descent by the slow dimming of lights. Rich streaks of red hung overhead when I heard the noises.

It sounded a lot like a pack of snorting pigs. I hesitated. Back in my former life, wherever that was, I’d read that feral pigs were a big problem in certain states. That, left to their own devices, they could grow to enormous sizes. Pictures of a pig the size of a rhinoceros, with ugly tearing tusks had made its rounds on the internet.

I swallowed.

There were plenty of trees off to either side. With rough, craggy bark and ample branches, it shouldn’t be too hard to clamber up. I could spend the night there, if need be. It wasn’t a particularly comfortable or sexy solution, but if it meant I’d live to fight another day, I’d take it.

A high-pitched scream lit up the air.

Without thought, I began to sprint. My legs moved in long, loping steps. The voice was unmistakably feminine and unmistakably in trouble. A minute passed, and the scream sounded a second time, fiercer and more war-like now.

The grunting coalesced into a chorus, and the sound of running water ran over it all. A tangled screen of briars blocked my path up ahead. I bit my lower lip. Unlike the thorn bushes I’d encountered earlier, this went on for some length. Running around it would take up too much time.

There was only one solution. Running up to the edge of the briar patch, I threw myself into the swiftly moving river. As part of my cross-training, I’d taken up swimming. Particularly in the off-season, I’d regularly go through a two-hour workout with my conditioning coach each Sunday that left my arms and legs sore to the point that I’d barely be able to heft myself out of the pool afterwards.

But those workouts sure paid dividends.

My limbs were strong and efficient. They moved smoothly through the choppy waters, and it was as though I’d never been in the car accident to begin with. Who knew? In this strange world, maybe I hadn’t.

I swam below the surface with tight dolphin strokes, helped along by the current. I broke for air beyond the briar patch, and what I saw curdled my insides.

A collection of what I could only describe as pig people surrounded a tall, red-headed woman. While the water was still deep where I was, it meandered into a shallow swamp up ahead. The Amazonian was standing on a muddy island scarcely big enough for her to take a step in any direction. Meanwhile, the pigmen splashed in water that came up just above their ankles. They were dwarven in appearance, no more than five feet tall but thick and burly about the shoulders with a sort of miniature linebacker build. They wore tattered looking leather tunics, and while several wielded nasty looking cudgels, two were barehanded although their stout ivory tusks would no doubt serve as weapons in a pinch. The Amazonian was tall and athletic. She wore a simple leather skirt and bra. Mud streaked her body and she looked tired. A long ironwood spear with a biting steel tip was gripped tightly in her hands, and it was with this that she kept the half dozen or so porcine warriors at bay.

A mean looking pigman darted forward and stopped just short of the tip of her spear. A cry rose in my throat.

It was only a feint. To the side of her, another pigman surged towards her. The splosh of mud alerted her, and she swept backwards with the butt of her spear. It knocked heavily against the side of his head and he kiltered over backwards into the shallow water.

Heavy breathing filled the swampy clearing, and it was obvious that it came as much from fear as from her present exertions. The attack repelled, the two sides resumed their stalemate.

I looked up and made eye contact with the woman. Her eyes widened and a flurry of emotions crossed her face. Tiny pinpricks poked my skin as a sense of déjà vu swept over me.

It was middle school all over again. The strong bullying the weak because they thought they could get away with it. A fury rose within me, and with it came a plan.

I broke off eye contact with the woman as I prepared myself for the fight.

The plan had a brutal yet simple aim: kill them all.

* * *

I sunk below the surface of the water a second time, and crept as close as I could. When the river flattened out onto the marshy plains, it came all at once and not gradually. I stumbled to my feet. The splash of water alerted the pigmen and I knew that speed had replaced secrecy as my main expedient.

I sprinted towards the closest pigman. He was no more than twenty yards distant.

“By the sword of Morgath,” he grumbled, as he turned towards me.

I closed the distance just as the whitish-yellow glint of his left tusk came into view. I coiled myself like a snake and jump tackled the bugger. He was surprisingly solid, but I had momentum on my side. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I sent him crashing into the mud.

With his head buried in the muck, I scrambled for his cudgel. In an instant, it was in my hand. Never one to waste a good opportunity, I sent it crashing against the back of the pigman’s skull, caving it in. A pinkish mass revealed itself in the orange half-light, but I had no time to stop and appreciate the fruits of my labor.

Cloven feet splashed heavily in the waters surrounding me, and I retreated towards the cut-off point. These creatures didn’t strike me as strong swimmers, and if I lured them out into deeper water, I might be able to drown one or two of them.

A blood curdling cry split the air. Triumph was plastered across the Amazonian’s face. In their haste to exact their revenge upon me, the pigmen had left their backs exposed.

A fatal error.

The fast-biting spear tip had found its mark on two of the pigmen and now the dying beasts lay face down in the muck as they joined their brother in death.

The remaining pigmen froze, then formed up back to back. Two faced the Amazonian, one faced me. Apparently, the steel tipped spear was deemed a greater threat than my short, but powerful cudgel.

The pigmen were breathing heavily. Sweat and swamp water matted their fur.

“This doesn’t concern ye, human scum,” the pigman facing me began. “Yonder whore has stolen from the master. You leave now, and your life will be spared. This business does not concern you.”

I spat in the water. Fury bubbled through my veins.

“I’ve killed one of your number already. Prepare to join him in death,” I said.

I spoke slowly and deliberately, and I had to say, I liked the speech quite a bit more than the quick eat shit and die that’d initially flashed through my mind.

“Where do you think we are,” the pigman said.

An unexpected, and frankly unnerving, smile flashed across his face. I sank down into my lungs. Control your breathing. Block out external nonfactors. Focus.

The great thing about being an Olympic athlete is the variety of physical activity you’re exposed to, especially in the off-season. Some people assume that Olympic athletes are extreme specialists, and there’s an essential truth in that.

But, at the same time there’s only so much time you can spend out on the slopes, and many of the younger, more innovative coaches have recognized the importance of exposing oneself to other disciplines as a way of strengthening one’s weak points and breaking up the monotony.

That’s how I’d managed to not only keep up my tae-kwon-do training, albeit at a reduced schedule, but I’d also taken biweekly judo classes from the ages of 14 to 19. I eyed the pig man’s hands. He was one of the two not to wield a weapon.

I dropped my cudgel.

“Come here and let’s settle this like men,” I said, trying not to let the obvious irony in my word choice disrupt my mental preparations.

The pigman grunted and stepped forward. His two compatriots remained in their stand off with the Amazonian. Although I had a solid foot on the pigman, he practically radiated confidence and it wasn’t difficult to see why. Muscles rippled across his chest and shoulders in heavy, intimidating knots. Black tearing claws and white ripping tusks provided him with a natural armory.

The back kick wiped the smile off his face. The edge of my heel crashed heavily against his cheekbone and sent him reeling in the shallow water. Unlike Marcus, the pigman was evidently made of sterner stuff and his weight and low center of gravity prevented him from falling into the water.

Which was fine by me. Grabbing hold of the stunned pigman, I executed a near perfect hip throw and sent him face down into the murky water. A fury such as I’d seldom known gripped me and losing sight of all else but the bully at my feet, I grabbed hold of the back of his head and forced him deeper into the mud. Weak, spasming muscles pulsed against me, but the back kick had stunned him good and proper and, in the end, he put up no more than a token resistance.

I held the back of his head below the black water until I was sure he’d drowned and then I looked up. The other two had shifted positions. Now they were back to back. An unmistakable fear glowed in the eyes of the pigman facing me.

You should be afraid, bitch, I thought.

With a leisurely lack of haste, I strolled back across the fetid swampland and retrieved my cudgel from where it had stuck in the soft mud.

My eyes flickered over the pigmen and found the Amazonian’s soft green irises.

“As one,” she said.

Her voice was melodic, clear and cutting. I nodded.

“Five,” she said.

“Four,” I said.

“Three,” she said.

My lips curled around two, and the pigmen broke. The one facing away from me barreled out, cudgel swinging wildly. In his panic, he took no heed of the fast-moving spear, and like winter wheat before the scythe he was felled and sank into the watery mud from which he would rise nevermore.

All this I saw in slow motion. I saw the other pig man run towards me, cudgel outstretched and I saw myself from a million miles away as I side stepped his wild swing and brought my own cudgel up in a short yet vicious uppercut. It connected solidly with the pig man’s jaw. The lower half of its face collapsed with a sickening crunch and then it fell facedown into the water.

I looked up from the dead pigman, half-expecting the warrior woman to turn and sprint into the trees like Ivayla so many years past.

What she did instead was even more shocking. Walking up to me with a determined look in her eyes, she planted her spear in the mud not a handsbreadth from my feet. She opened her mouth as if to speak, and then her lips were crashing against mine with a cyclonic fury.

Fragrant bursts of lavender and crushed lime filled my lungs. Soft hands pressed against my back. Then she parted from me and as suddenly as it’d began, it was over.

She fixed me with her emerald stare. Her lips were flat, but a distant smile danced across her eyes.

“That was for saving me,” she said.

She glanced down at my sopping tunic.

“You are a new arrival,” she said.

Her voice was brisk, her tone matter of fact.

“Yes, and if you don’t mind filling me in, I’d really like to know where exactly we are,” I said.

She squeezed my palm.

“We are in the Dardenes, or the great jungle as some call it. It is the first stage and the lowest rung on the ladder,” she said.

“What ladder?” I said.

“It is not a real ladder of course, but that is how it is often conceptualized. Oh, but I haven’t answered your question,” she said, catching herself. “You are dead and this is Purgatory.”








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




My hands found my knees as nausea spread through me.

It sounded ridiculous. I didn’t want to believe her. Except, I did. I looked off towards the twilit forest, the reddening light and deepening shadows. A sigh escaped my lips.

Not for the first time, I felt outside of myself. Trapped. The men in masks were pressing me against the bed. The air was suddenly oppressive, a thick blanket of heat.

“I need a second,” I mumbled, before stumbling further into the forest.

I didn’t get far. Finding cover behind a tree, I retched until the back of my throat became sore. I crouched until my butt was hovering just inches off the ground, and I closed my eyes.

Everything I’d ever known and loved was gone. My career, my world, Emily- my eyes flickered open and my vision was filled by the copper red sunlight. Something thrummed in my chest, and I was surprised by the spreading emotion I felt when I thought of her name, her face.

There’d been many women in my past. As a professional athlete it came with the lifestyle. But I couldn’t remember feeling this way about any of them since I was at least a teenager.

Soft flesh wrapped around my shoulder.

“It’s hard, I know,” the Amazonian whispered. “Take heart warrior, you’re handling it better than most.”

“What’s your name?” I said.

“I was called Budak 5114,” she said.

A beat of silence passed between us. This was a total silence without wind nor bird call. A dead quiet in the house of the dead, I thought bitterly.

“But, no more,” she continued in a softer tone. “For now, I am nameless.”

“Are there 5,113 other Budaks?” I said.

“Budak means slave, and no. There are many, many more than that,” the Amazonian said, staring straight ahead. “I was one of the first. Time passes in a shiftless pattern here. You’ll notice soon enough that there is no night. Sometimes the light lowers, teasing a relief it’ll never deliver. Sometimes it rides high overhead, punishing us with its burning rays. I would not know about the night were it not for the fact that, as one of the earliest arrivals, I was put in charge of processing.”

“What’s processing,” I said.

Her arm fell off my shoulder, only to snake up towards my hand. Her fingers twined around mine, and I felt a welcome burst of strength flow through me.

“It’s the word we use for the process of forgetting. You see, the Dardenes is ruled by a god by the name of Azoth. He has taken it upon himself to enslave the new souls that pass through his realm, after which he forces them to work on his vast plantations growing food for his table. Azoth is both a glutton and a powerful practitioner of magic,” she said.

“Wait, so you’re only the five thousandth person on Earth to die?” I said.

A sad smile crossed her face.

“Not quite,” she said. “Not all who die pass through Purgatory. The truly wicked and the truly good have their own lands. Furthermore, Azoth hasn’t always reigned over the Dardenes. I’ve served his table, and I’ve watched him drink with his close minions. I’ve heard the bard’s lyre song. Purgatory used to be different. Azoth came here from a distant land, the result of a power struggle he lost. I’ve seen him weep tears over its memory. Alas, there’s little more I can tell you.”

I’d regained something of my strength by that point, and I stood.

“Where do we need to go,” I said.

“I wish I knew,” she said. “I have to admit, I did not plan my escape carefully. Word came through my contacts in the kitchen that Azoth had announced preparations for a feast day, and I was on the menu. After that, it was a hurried escape.”

Her eyes squeezed tight shut. A rustling came from overhead. My eyes swung up just as another one of those three eyed monkeys fell down in front of us. I slowly rose to my feet.

“It’s a jinisi, a spirit animal,” the Amazonian said. Excitement rose in her voice.

“One of those buggers tried stealing my shoe earlier,” I said, side-eyeing the scaled simian.

She clapped a hand on my arm.

“You don’t understand,” she said. “After Azoth took over Purgatory, he had his minions hunt many of the native species to extinction. A selfish demon, he wanted all of the Dardenes for himself. Only the agile jinisi and a small number of other quick moving creatures were able to escape his machinations.”

The jinisi had begun to chatter excitedly. It extended one arm in front of it.

“It wants to help us find the portal?” I said.

“They’re more intelligent than you think. It must’ve overheard our conversation,” she said.

“What if it’s a trap?” I said.

“It’s not,” she said firmly. “There is no love between the jinisi and Azoth.”

The jinisi began to move and the nameless woman sprang wordlessly after. I sighed and began to move. A profusion of neon pinpricks passed over my field of vision as a faint spell of lightheadedness swept through me. I shook my head. Even in the afterlife, I was still prone to those annoying fits. It took a moment for my vision to clear, and by that point the woman and monkey had gained quite a bit on me.

I hurried to catch up.
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In that timeless space, it was impossible to say how long the jinisi led us on for. The jungle gave no great clues either. Although we stayed roughly beside the river, there were no great natural markers. No large rocks or mountains. The elevation scarcely changed.

It reminded me of a documentary I’d seen on the Amazon. Apparently, much of the basin was flat as a pancake. Used as I was to towering mountains, and chilly ski slopes, this terrain made for a sweaty, unwelcome walk.

After what seemed like hours, a cliff opened before us. I walked over to the edge and looked down. Spread before me was a patchwork quilt of what looked like rice paddies. Teams of humans no bigger than ants stooped in small teams in the aisles between thick leafy stalks. White webbed netting floated out behind them on the water.

Some distance away was a small constellation of torchlight. The plantation house was built on stilts. Surrounding it was a collection of smaller outbuildings.

The Jinisi began to jump up and down while it pointed excitedly at the plantation house. A nervous chitter escaped its mouth. I sighed. The meaning was unmistakable. The Amazonian hit her head.

“How could I have been so stupid. Of course, Azoth would want the portal somewhere he could keep a tight eye on it,” she said.

“How do we get in?” I said.

“It’s going to be tricky,” she said.

Her eyes narrowed as a frown flitted across her face. The crack of dead branches brought both of our heads swinging back towards the jungle. It was the jinisi. His purpose accomplished, the little demon-monkey made his escape.

Evidently, he wanted to spend as little time next to Azoth’s little slave farm as possible. Smart monkey.

“Okay, here’s what we’ll do. There’s a drainage ditch that leads directly to the main complex. We can enter it from the base of this cliff, and follow it up. From there, we’ll have to fight our way in,” the Amazonian said.

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Only, I still have one question: what can I call you?”

“Call me Svata,” she said. A grim smile flickered over her face. “It means free in the language I once spoke.”

* * *

It took little time to descend to the base of the cliff. The drainage ditch directly abutted the bottom. It was maybe two meters in depth, or just deep enough that I didn’t have to crouch to remain unseen. Svata took the lead.

I couldn’t help but admire her pale skin and ruby hair. Her muscles moved softly below the surface of her skin. She had the grace and poise of an Olympic gymnast. A loud squelching sound echoed off the rocky walls. Svata turned around and shot me a death glare. My mouth pressed into a tight line. I nodded and she turned back.

Murky water had invaded my sandals. It took all of my concentration to walk without making a sound. I may have had some experience with armed combat, but sneaking into a fortified camp was a cherry I was just coming to pop.

Fortunately, it was not a long ways to the camp. Without warning, Svata dropped into a crouch before springing cat-like straight into the air. Her hands caught the rocky edge of the drainage ditch, and then she was pulling herself up and over. I followed with considerably less finesse.

Where are you?

I glanced around. Two bright green eyes peered out from the shadows beneath an outbuilding. I scrambled over to join her.

“Here is where it gets interesting,” she said in a low voice. “I wish we could’ve created a more interesting stratagem. But, there’s nothing for it. Azoth resides in the inner sanctum and there’s only one way in.”

“Ultra-violence,” I said, nodding sagely.

A smile danced over her eyes.

“I suppose that’s correct, in a manner of speaking. Stay low to the ground, and close to me. Try not to attract attention,” she said.

Without waiting for a reply, she shot to her feet and exited the shadowy space. I followed close behind. Darting from shadow to shadow, we attracted little attention. Not that there was anyone to give us said attention. It quickly became apparent that Azoth’s security was, well, lax.

It made sense, in a way. With his pig-soldiers out in the fields lording over the human slaves, and the jungle cleared of most of whatever wildlife had once resided there, there was little possibility of a threat.

It’s said that contempt breeds arrogance, and from the way Azoth has been treating the human souls that’ve made their way down here, it’s obvious he’s silly with it. I spat on the ground. I couldn’t wait to sink my cudgel into that fat demon’s forehead.

We turned a corner and I ran straight into a pair of tits. They were good tits, firm and soft- a nicely bronzed tan with strawberry pink nipples. Unfortunately, they just so happened to be attached to a woman who looked like she was about to let out an ear piercing screech.

Quick as lightning, Svata’s hand closed around the woman’s mouth. I looked to her side, and saw another woman naked as the day she was born. Her already pale skin had transformed into a misty shade of white. That combined with her long black hair gave her a suicide girl’s aura, although the mud on her legs and the wrinkles around her eyes suggested her line of work demanded more than a webcam and an open mind.

“Don’t make a sound. Don’t make a move,” Svata said.

It’s important to mention here that Svata was holding her spear in her other hand. I would call it holding, others might describe it as brandishing. Regardless, the nude workhorses were fully justified in their terror. And workhorses they were. Someone- or given my surroundings more likely something- had attached thick harnesses over their shoulders. The looping leather trailed back to a cart piled high with some sort of glistening black stuff.

The stuff wiggled. Small, ovalish pieces slid down the center hump with a squelching, squealing sound. Gross. They looked like oversized black slugs or leeches.

“Sisters, you did not see anything, do you understand?” she said without taking her hand away from the nude girl’s mouth.

The two women nodded slowly. A splash of pity sizzled out any desire I might’ve felt. The duo could pass for a pair of coeds- hell, they couldn’t have been out of their early twenties when they died. To die that young only to be kidnapped and enslaved in some fat demon’s slug farm- the hatred I felt for this Azoth guy just multiplied a thousand fold in my heart.

Svata lowered her hand.

“Stick that fat bastard for us,” the girl with the tanned tits said.

Svata nodded her head solemnly.

The girl’s eyes flicked from her to me.

“I see you haven’t been claimed yet. Good, try to stay that way,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. I wasn’t really sure what she was talking about, but I felt like it would be impolite to say nothing. A small blush sprouted in my cheeks as I struggled to keep my eyes above her neck line. I’d never considered myself a prude, but it’s obvious this girl’s birthday suit wasn’t her first outfit choice. If she noticed or cared, she gave no sign of it. She turned and addressed Svata.

“You should go. The guards are never far behind,” she said.

“The yoke is not eternal, sister,” Svata said.

“Nothing is,” the tanned woman said.

Something like hope crossed her eyes, and then Svata’s hand was covering mine and we were back to our game running from shadow to shadow. Behind us, the creak of the wagon told me the girls had started up again.

I wanted to ask about their nudity. I wanted to ask about the cart full of glistening obsidian black slugs.

I asked about neither.

Instead, I followed the fleet footed Amazonian as she darted inexorably towards the center building. The cudgel felt light and loose in my grip. I flashed back to our fight with the pig men. The solid crunch of my cudgel as it connected with porcine flesh. The rage of battle and the thrill of victory.

The TV commentators had made much of my aggressive skiing style. They said I took too many risks. I played it too close for comfort.

Well, screw comfort.

Nobody ever achieved greatness by sitting on their ass. Heaven might be filled with namby pamby nice boys, but that was never what I wanted for myself. Genghis Khan said it best, “I am the punishment of God. If you had not committed great sins, God would not have sent a punishment like me upon you.”

I got that tattooed over my left shoulder shortly after my 21st birthday during a night of drunken debauchery. I’d taken the gold in Men’s downhill skiing the day before. I wasn’t the youngest to take gold in that event, that honor belonged to some guy by the name of Michela Figini (Figini, what kind of name is that?), but I didn’t let that stop me.

Now, who had sinned and how they’d gone about sinning were mysteries I’d never concerned myself too deeply with. If you ask me, going up against me is sin enough.

I used to think the adrenaline from zipping down the mountain at 80 mph with only a few planks of space age composite what-do-you-call-its separating me from the mountainside was enough of a thrill to keep me steady.

But, after that little dust up with the pig creatures, I’d discovered that wasn’t true. I wanted more, and I had a feeling I’d be getting my fill before this whole thing was through.

We stopped beneath the main house.

“This is where we come up. You boost me first, and I’ll pull you after me,” Svata said.

“Gotcha,” I said.

I cupped my hands, expecting her to step onto them so I could boost her up. Svata took several steps backwards.

What the hell is she doing?

I got my answer a second later when she sprinted up and jumped onto my open palms. My meshed fingers bent briefly under her weight, and then she was bouncing up like she’d just tumbled onto some sort of turbo-charged trampoline.

Her loincloth fluttered up, and I got a brief glimpse below the belt. My eyes shot away, but my suspicions were confirmed: the carpet did in fact match the drapes. She landed with barely a whisper on the wooden planking overhead.

A hand draped down like a vine through the canopy. I reached up and took it. I shouldn’t have been surprised by Svata’s strength, but I was. She hauled me up one handed without breaking a sweat.

We locked eyes at the top, and a savage smile split her face. She knew exactly what she was doing, and she apparently enjoyed putting on a show for me. Hell, I enjoyed being in the audience if she was on stage. This one was a fire-cracker. I’d have to remember that.

We set off around the open-air veranda that wrapped around the main house. I don’t know what you’d call it- the master’s quarters or the plantation house. I shivered at that last thought. This was definitely giving me some creepy antebellum Southern style vibes.

They have elevator music in the afterlife.

The thought flashed through my head and then Svata’s arm was spread over my chest, pushing me into the wall. Timber cylinders pressed into my back. My breath became shallow.

I fingered my cudgel. My vision narrowed.

I shouldn’t have bothered. No sooner had the pig man turned the corner than Svata’s spear shot forward in a silver blur. Poor bastard never knew what hit him. Three quick stabs followed by a short, vicious swipe with the razor edged tear drop at the end of her spear and two pinpricks of faded surprise peered out at me as Porky Pig’s head bounced off the veranda a half filled basketball.

It dropped off over the side and hit the mud with a muted squelch. Svata swung her spear around and to the side, carefully catching Porky’s shoulder. She slowly lowered him to the floor.

I gave the decapitated pig man a quick once over. He looked much like his brothers from the swamp, with the exception that he was much better armed and armored. A boiled leather cuirass covered his torso, while pauldrons, greaves, vambraces, and a sort of pleated samurai skirt completed the ensemble. It seemed the only part of his body that hadn’t been covered in armor was his neck.

Silly him.

A wide leather belt covered his waist. From it hung a cutlass and a wicked looking knife. Working quickly, I unbuckled his belt and fastened it around my waist. My cudgel was lonely, it deserved a friend. Or two. I unsheathed the knife and twirled the handle in my fingers. The blade glimmered an oily green in the lowering sunlight.

“Careful with that. It’s absolutely coated with poison. If even the tiniest bit gets in your system,” she shook her head.

Her mouth set itself in a grim position.

“What happens if we die in here,” I said, keeping my voice low.

Now was hardly the time for questions, especially not those of a spacey, philosophical bent. But, considering that I was already dead (presumably) and that I was about to bust into a place where I was very much not wanted, well I figured it was somewhat warranted.

Svata hesitated. She had a look on her face that told me she wanted to say something, but she needed to be very choosy with her words.

“If the siga die, that’s it. They do not possess souls like you or I,” Svata said.

“The siga?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

Svata kicked the headless corpse. Its arm flopped flatly on the wood plank floor revealing a ram’s horn that hung from its side by a grey twisted rope. I leaned down and quickly removed it, before chucking the horn beneath the main house. The last thing I needed was some busy body coming upon a decapitated pig person and rousing the whole household. Yikes.

“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said.

Svata looked down and to the side, and I think I got my answer.

“This is it, isn’t it,” I said.

“You don’t really die again, but you don’t get another body,” she said. She took a deep breath. “I said earlier that purgatory has nine layers, but that’s not entirely true. There’s a tenth layer, although I like to think of it more as layer zero. A nothing sea of endless mist. There’s no portal in or out- at least, not so far as I know. It stretches below our feet, below the soil and the roots. Vast. Eternal. Endless.”

“I got it. Don’t die, or I get stuck in the world’s worst forklift simulator,” I said.

“Forklift stim-ulor,” she said.

I stared blankly at her before I remembered that she died several thousand years before the invention of the personal computer. Not that it seemed to hinder our communication too much. Whatever magic was allowing us to speak seemed to work pretty well on the whole. It was only those bizarre untranslatable words like Siga, Jinisi or simulator that didn’t get through.

Although, Budak and Svata had also remained curiously untranslated, despite there being plenty of perfectly good analogues in the English language. I’d have to file those under things to look into later when I wasn’t going full Seal Team Six on an obese demon’s pad.

“Right, well, let’s get on with it then,” I said.

Svata turned and slipped wordlessly around the corner. I followed. We didn’t have to go far. Just beyond the corner and to the left was an opening in the wall. A hide hung limply in the doorway, providing some sort of cover against the elements. Although how much cover was deeply suspect.

“So, we’re just going in guns blazing?” I said.

Svata sighed. She might not know what guns were, but it was clear she got the gist of what I was trying to say.

“There’s not much choice, is there?” she said.

“Hell, there might be, but I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been much for strategy. I never told you my name, by the way,” I said.

Her mouth contracted into a tight smile.

“Don’t,” she said. “At least, not until we’re all done. It’ll give me something to look forward to.”

“I suppose I can’t give you much else,” I said, shrugging.

Enough pussy-footing. I set my shoulder low, and burst through the skin just in time to collide with a very confused- then very pissed off looking- siga. In a moment my hand was at my side. Then my arm flashed out and up in a wicked uppercut. The dagger drove straight through the bottom of the siga’s mouth, driving its upper and lower jaws tightly together.

The poison worked just as quickly as Svata had said it would, and I watched the life flee from its little piggy eyes before my eyes. For good measure, I spat in the creature’s face. When I was younger, I was well-known and rightly feared for my loogies. This one landed perfectly between the well-muscled dwarf’s beady black eyes.

I withdrew the knife, and let the body fall to the floor. I looked around, eager for my next opponent. But, no one stepped forward to challenge me. Such a pity. I was all ready to go, too.

A hand lightly touched my back. Every muscle in my body lit up.

“Relax, it’s just me,” Svata said.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. When I got like this, I was beyond the bounds of common humanity. I don’t know how else to describe it, other than an intense inner Zen ringed by a creeping, lapping fire.

Maybe she sensed what I was feeling. Maybe the snarl on my face, and the glaze over my eyes were clues that something was up.

Regardless, she didn’t say anything more. We crept along up the hallway. I was getting strong tropical vibes from the bamboo siding and rice paper murals that coated the walls. It would be almost pretty, if it weren’t inhabited by Satan’s asshole.

We didn’t encounter anyone else during our journey down the hallway. That should’ve been our first clue that something was up. But, it was like Svata said, there wasn’t much choice.

We were locked in a tunnel with only one way out.

A simple red wooden door marked the end of the hallway. Muffled voices emanated from behind it. Svata put her hand on my forearm. Her eyes found mine, and I knew. This was it.

I gave her a curt nod, and set my shoulder against the door’s thin wooden expanse.

You can only do what you’re capable of doing. Everything else is beyond you.

It was my mantra on the slopes. Some people thought it was dumb, that it was demotivating.

I knew better.

We all have our limits. So long as I reach mine, and I can say that I’ve acquitted myself honorably.

Three breaths then we’re in. One, two, three-

The door swung open just as I prepared to bust in. My bad. The sudden confluence of releasing pressure combined with me putting my whole bodyweight behind the door led to me falling face first in front of an incredibly fat, green slug.

Thick well-muscled arms reached behind me and bound up my wrists. I writhed on the floor, but to no avail. There had to be at least sigas on top of me. One was directly on top of the back of my knees, while the others grabbed at my arms and neck.

It was clear I wasn’t going anywhere.anytime soon.

Ah shucks, and I was so looking forward to our little party. I looked up at Jabba’s ugly green cousin and hawked the fattest loogie I could muster straight for the bridge of his nose.

Given the pathetic angle from which I was operating, and the two hundred pounds of porcine flesh pressing into my lower abdomen, I think I can be forgiven for failing in my endeavor. The loogie splattered harmlessly on the floor in front of Azoth. He looked distinctly unimpressed.

I was rewarded for my efforts with a strong backhand to the side of my head. After the stars had cleared from my eyes, I spat out enough blood to fill a thimble and crookedly raised my head.

“Don’t get your panties in a twist, it’s not like I could make you any uglier if I tried,” I said.

That earned me a second solid wack to the side of the head. I can’t say I minded. It’s not like I had that many brain cells to begin with. What are a few more?

“Be silent human. You are in the presence of a God. If I hear you speak again, by Morgath’s blade I will cut out your tongue and feed it to you,” a heavy rasping voice barked in my ear.

My face contorted into a mass of wrinkles. Evidently, the toothbrush hadn’t made its way to the afterlife. Not caring for the taste of tongue, I deigned to follow the swine’s suggestion. Craning my head as high as I could in this awkward position, I took in the bulbous green giant sprawled out before me.

Calling him Jabba had been an unfair assessment.

He was much fatter and grosser. My first assumption had been wrong. He did have limbs. Two short, spindly legs that terminated in a branching web of delicately clawed feet spread to either side of his body. If they’d ever been capable of supporting Azoth’s bodyweight, that was a distant memory. Four long, reaching whip-like arms craned around his center mass. Like his feet, they ended in a thick mass of waving tentacle like fingers.

But, it was the face that topped things off. It was a Mr. Potato monstrosity defined by a foot long inverted T-shaped nose. His mouths- there were several- gasped around its edges, while a constellation of what I at first assumed were pimples, but which I quickly realized were eyes, covered his forehead.

“Budak 5114,” Azoth said.

I winced. It spoke with multiple mouths, and the effect was a disconcerting concert of echoes. That was to say nothing of the fact that Azoth’s voice had all the charm of gravel falling on corrugated iron.

“You missed your invitation to the feast,” Azoth said. “There was a special planned for the menu: you.”

His fat rolls jiggled as he laughed. I closed my eyes.

Kill me. Oh, just kill me now.

As if reading my thoughts, Svata barked something off in a language that sounded like she was gargling rocks. She cut off mid-sentence as a heavy thwack filled the air. I didn’t have to speak the language to know she was cursing out the fat bastard.

“Take them to the holding area,” he said. His beady slug eyes shifted in my direction. I stared defiantly back at his collection of black little pinpricks. “We haven’t said our last goodbyes human. No, I’ll be seeing you tonight.”

That dumb laugh shook his fat rolls, and I wanted to jump to my feet and strangle the grey slug creature. Mostly for laughing at his own unfunny joke. But, the three little piggies holding me down had a different idea and in a moment I was on my feet being perp walked across the room and out the door.

The shuffling sound behind comforted me. At least I wouldn’t have to suffer my captivity in solitude. We passed through a door at the back of the room, and down a short hallway. The siga stopped for a moment to disarm me. My cudgel was laying back on the floor in front of Azoth, but I still had the scimitar I hadn’t gotten to use and the poisoned knife I’d just barely taken out for a test drive.

“Well, what do we have here? Fine siga steel in the hands of a filthy budak?” the siga who was patting me down spat out. “I oughtta let you keep this one.”

He unsheathed the scimitar and pushed it roughly towards my appendix. He got about as far as you could get without piercing the skin.

“You’re lucky master doesn’t want you precooked for tonight’s feast,” he grunted.

What a useful piece of information. Porky looked pretty with a loogie sitting between his eyes. After that, the siga mostly kept to the back of me.

From the outside the main house didn’t look especially large, and from what I’ve seen of the inside so far, there was no reason to believe this was some sort of magic palace where the inside was larger than the outside.

A woven cloth flap opened up to the right. It was rough and undyed. Purely functional. I got a very up close and personal look at it when Porky Pig shoved me face first through the flap and into the room beyond. It was a small rectangle with three cells on either side. One of the pigmen slid open an iron lattice work door. When the door was just open enough for my body to fit through, the siga behind me shoved me inside.

I went sprawling on the uneven wooden floor. A splinter the size of Mt. Everest got caught in my knee. I bit down on my lower lip until I felt a trickle of blood enter my mouth.

No way in hell I was giving the ham hocks behind me the satisfaction of hearing me howl. The grate closed with a clatter and the retreating sound of cloven hooves told me the three little pigs had gone home.

I stood up and carefully extracted the mondo sized sliver from my knee. Flicking it to the side, I gritted my teeth and turned around. They’d placed Svata in the cell directly opposite from me. At the end of the cell arranged in a little pile were our weapons.

Convenient.

Now, all we had to do was find a way to get at them. I closed my eyes and concentrated. The execution was always the trickiest bit.

“That went well. So, what do we do next?” I said.

“We wait to be eaten,” Svata said.

“That doesn’t sound like much of a plan,” I said.

“I never should’ve come back,” she said.

She stared down at the floor. I could sense some major moping coming on. Besides being a total bummer, feeling sorry for ourselves was the exact opposite of what we had to do .

“No, I mean, we definitely should’ve come up with a better plan, but there was never an alternative,” I said. “Anyways, now is our opportunity to make a break for it.”

“How?” Svata said.

Despair tinged her voice. It was a good question, and one I’d been hoping she’d answer rather than ask.

The flap parted ever so slightly.

“Hi Budak 5114,” a voice said quietly. “Long time no see.”
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“Budak 7428!” Svata gasped.

A small mousy woman entered the holding cell. She had shoulder length black hair, and if her shaking hands were any indication, she probably wasn’t supposed to be back here. Despite her nudity, I didn’t feel compelled to look away. She was so unselfconscious about the fact that it hardly seemed erotic. It felt more like I was watching a special on National Geographic about a nudist colony.

“I heard a commotion from the kitchen,” she squeaked. “I’ve been waiting for you to come back.”

“How did you know I’d come back?” Svata said.

“Where else is there to go?” Budak 7428 said, shrugging.

As she approached Svata’s cage, Svata stiffened.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said. “You can still go back.”

“No,” Budak 7428 said.

Her tone was nervous and she shook her head just a little too fast, but I caught something in her eyes. It was a clear and focused determination. I’d seen that look before. It signalled one thing and one thing only. A smile crossed my lips.

“I’m coming with you. It’s been too long, aeons and ages beyond which I should’ve left,” she said. She gulped. “And I’ve heard, uhm, I’ve heard rumors, too. About myself. Point being, no one is safe here. Least of all me.”

“Alright, well no point in useless jibber jabber. Let’s get this show on the road,” I said.

Her eyes widened.

“Who are you?” she said.

“He saved me from a pack of sigas. You can trust him,” she said.

That didn’t seem to ease her nerves much, but she didn’t bother much with me after that. She turned back to Svata and quickly unlatched the door. Then, she returned to my cell and did the same for me.

“What happens now?” I said, walking out of the cell.

That question was answered in the least expected possible way. It took about five seconds for me to realize that I shouldn’t be laying on the ground, and it took another three seconds to realize that my legs should be under me and not splayed out to the side.

I opened my mouth to ask if it was normal for the main house to feel like Dresden, Hiroshima, and a massage chair rolled into one. But, one look at the girls was answer enough.

I sprang to my feet.

“Let’s move,” I said.

Two Mississippis to buckle the sword belt around my waist. One Mississippi to loosely grasp the cudgel. Four Mississippis total until we were out the door. Not bad. Svata was close by my side, while the hurried huffing and puffing of Budak 7428 in my ear made me realize that the life of a slave-cook didn’t leave much time for aerobic conditioning.

Not that we were running for long. I counted no more than five Mississippis until we were bursting right back into the room we’d been so recently and rudely expelled from. It was a bold move, essentially repeating our initial dumbshit plan and hoping for a different result.

But, there was a key difference this time.

Someone had let off a bomb in the building, and I intended to take full advantage of the chaos.

We burst into Azoth’s inner chambers, and Svata let out a wild oath in that incomprehensible barbarian language of hers. She slammed her spear against the ground in an entirely understandable rage.

Someone- or something- had beaten us to the punch. Azoth and his minions were all dead.
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When I say they were dead, I don’t mean the- they died peacefully in their sleep type of death. And I don’t mean neat Hollywood death neither, with tiny bullet holes and surgical cuts.

No, somebody went full Norman Bates on these piggies.We’re talking a Jackson Pollock gallery on opening night. Blood, flesh, and grizzle stuck to the floor, the wall, and the ceiling.

The smell alone was enough to make me want to puke.

While the sigas looked as if they’d been torn bodily, limb from limb, it was Azoth the fat who commanded most of the attention. I let out a low whistle. Fat no more. The appellation was no longer fitting.

The pimple-eyed demon had been put on a diet of TNT and boy oh boy did it work. The poor devil had exploded outwards, leaving a ring of flesh barely big enough to qualify as a bean bag chair.

In the center of the hollowed out flesh puppet was a glittering, glowing orb. It pulsed a bruised purple. A mesmerizing scarab beetle green broke over its surface before it morphed into a demon’s crimson. I finally pulled my eyes away when it shifted to a glittering sun yellow, reflected off of freshly broken snow.

“Is that it?” I said.

I already knew the answer, but I needed the confirmation.

“Yup, and what do you know. It was under his ass the whole time,” Svata said in a humorless tone.

I couldn’t imagine what she was going through. All these thousands of years she’d toiled mere feet away from the one thing that could end this eternal turmoil and bring her absolution.

And it’d been right under the fat green ass of her demon master the whole time.

“Well, what do we do now?” I said.

“Hold my hand,” she said. “You too, Budak 7428.”

“Shouldn’t we talk about what just happened?” Budak 7428 squeaked out.

“What is there to talk about,” I said. “I don’t know how or why this happened, but I know an opportunity when I see one, and I know this isn’t going to last forever.”

“But, what if it’s a trap,” Budak 7428 said.

I shrugged.

“What trap? Just moments ago, we were locked in a jail cell getting ready to be eaten,” she said.

“She’s right,” I said. “No point overthinking this.”

A shadow wandered into the corner of my vision. My muscles froze and a scream died in my throat as something puke-green and vaguely humanoid launched itself from the far doorway.

Budak 7428 went down with a shrill shriek. My blood hardened and my feet sank into the floor. Despite everything I’d already seen and experienced in this crazy afterworld, nothing had prepared me for this.

Budak 7428 let out another scream, and I snapped out of it. Rushing forward, I brought the edge of my cudgel against the side of the thing’s skull. The metal flanged club bounced off the monster’s pumpkin like a twig against concrete pylons.

The sickly green reptilian orb twisted up towards me. Its face split wide open, exposing two rows of white tearing needles. My stomach heaved. Its eyes were narrow slits. Absent were pupils and irises. Instead, slivers of electric blue stared back at me.

If I were the type of man to shit myself, I would’ve then and there.

The lizard thing’s face contorted into a cacophony of rage. My gaze flickered down from its head to the base of its neck where a long wooden shaft had sprouted like a young sapling.

Svata removed the spear and grabbed me by the shoulder, and then she was pulling me into the glimmering orb. Behind me lay the body of Budak 7428, naked and pathetic. Dead without a name. Perched over her was the thing. Incredibly, it was still alive.

A soft mewling rolled down its ruby tongue, more reminiscent of a house cat than an apex predator. Svata took my hand in hers, and then she slammed both of our hands down on the orb at once.

Billows of mist rose around us, dissolving the room in a silvery bath. My skin tingle. I held back a sneeze as an aching numbness passed through me like a shadow over the moon. Then, the mist dissipated and we were in a moonlit forest.

Tall pines surrounded us. In the distance a wolf cried.
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“What was that? What happened?” I said, turning towards Svata.

“I don’t know, I’ve never seen a being like that in the Dardenes. Not in all the aeons of my existence in this God forsaken place,” Svata said.

She bit her lower lip.

“Poor Budak 7428,” she continued, closing her eyes. “She was the one who passed off the tip to me about Azoth’s feast. She’s the only reason I’m alive. She saved my life twice, and I couldn’t even save hers once.”

Her eyes blinked open. Fat crystalline tears had formed along the rims of her eyelids. Now, it was my turn to comfort her. I took two big steps forward, and wrapped her in a bear hug. I pressed her tight against my body. Her warmness melded with mine, and despite the short length of time since we’d met, I felt like we’d known each other for an eternity.

I’d had enough girlfriends to know that sometimes the best thing to do was shut up and hold her, so hold her I did. In that creepy black forest where crawling mist tendriled around our ankles, I held her and let her grieve for her friend, let her grieve for the tyranny of Azoth the dispossessed and the countless ages wasted in his service.

The wolf howl sounded again, and my head shot up. It was closer. Svata pulled me tight to her, and for a single, achingly tender moment our two bodies felt as one. Then, she was pulling away.

She sighed.

“There will be time enough for grief later. Now, we have things to do,” she said.

The wolves cried again, closer this time. Svata planted her feet in a fighter’s stance.

“Out of the frying pan and into the fire, eh?” I said.

I flashed a wry smile at Svata. She returned the expression, albeit with something quite a bit sadder. Two glowing amber orbs peered out from the darkness. I swallowed. The floating discs multiplied two by two until we were surrounded by a sea of yellow pin pricks. From pig men to wolves. Great.

When they attacked, it wasn’t accompanied by a call or a cry. Moving on whispered feet, the wolves criss-crossed the clearing, shooting in and out of the shadows.

“What are they doing?” I whispered.

“They’re creating confusion, while they creep closer. Be on guard,” Svata said.

She was right. The wolves weren’t coming right up to us. Instead, they were zigging and zagging across the clearing, silvery bullets that would veer close before breaking off to shoot into the shadows.

I kept the cudgel loose in my hand, swinging in sloppy figure eights by my side. I didn’t look forward to using the short club on the wolves. Svata had levelled the spear out by her side.

Without warning, she shot out at a wolf that came just a hair too close to us. It yelped as it stumbled backwards, before scurrying into the darkness of the treeline. Point one for us, I guess. Or not.

The other wolves took that as their signal, and then they were upon us.

A massive silver-grey hulk shot out of the blackness in front of us. It bounded straight for me. I crouched, holding my cudgel tight by my side. When it came up for the final leap, I stepped to the side, and swung upwards with a vicious uppercut. The crack of my cudgel against its skull filled the clearing.

It whimpered and fell still to the ground.

A light sheen of sweat covered my forehead, and I felt loose and warm.

“Behind you,” Svata cried out.

I turned around just in time to see a streaking storm cloud descend upon me. A heavy hafted spear shot out, and an ear grinding howl lit up the night air. Knocked off course, it landed by my side mere inches away from my feet.

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“Don’t mention it,” Svata said.

The wolves retreated back to the treeline. They swirled around us like a nightmarish calliope. We’d been lucky so far, but with so many of them there was no telling when our luck would run out.

Overhead, a crow cawed. My head shot up. A sleek, black raven was nose diving in a shaft of powder white moonlight. As it descended, its wings unfurled and twisted outwards. The bird exploded in a cloud of smoke, and then a small woman in a night black cloak was standing by us. Shadows twisted and covered her body. With a flick of her head, she cast back the cloak revealing a cascade of hair white as the crashing foam of a waterfall.

Violet eyes flashed with a stormy anger, and then her hands were outspread in front of her. Sheets of fire flew out from her fingertips. The flames twisted around the misty tree trunks, leaving the wood untouched. Not so for the wolves. Their howls and cries lit up the night with a terrible fury.

Flaming comets shot off into the blackness, while the terrible smell of singed fur wafted over us. It was over as quickly as it’d started. When she was done, she stopped. Heavy breaths wracked her body. She was petite, a full head and a half shorter than me with a gymnast’s slender musculature. Beneath her cape, her body was covered in a sort of leotard that left her arms and legs exposed. Their milky white expanse betrayed a body that had not seen the light of day in a long time, if ever. The leotard itself was composed of a shifting, twisting darkness that moved more like smoke or shadow than cloth.

She glanced back at me.

“We’re not safe here. Follow me,” she said.

Her hand found mine. An electric tingle shot up my arm at the contact. She was curiously neutral. That was the only word I could find for the way she felt. There was no human warmth in her grasp. But, neither was it cold. She was merely- present.

Her other hand reached out and found Svata. She took it without a word. Then, the mysterious girl was lifting into the air as her body wisped into a raven. I looked over at Svata and all I saw was the glimmer of a ghost hovering beside the black bird.

I looked down and saw that I too was transparent, a floating, flying spirit moving up in the shimmering moonlight. We floated up through the canopy, a trio of ghosts shooting through the stars.

Below was a never-ending forest. Dark gnarled branches grasped up at a sky they would never touch. My head shook. I had the disconcerting sensation that I was both moving incredibly quickly and that I was staying perfectly still. The latter sensation was the result of the landscape below. It was if someone had copy and pasted spookyforest.jpg in a creepy video-game simulator or something.

The endless similarity eventually did end, but not in the way I expected. Shooting up through the dark canopy straight ahead was a tree that stood just a little taller than the rest. Not a giant among dwarves, more the first kid to hit puberty in the 7th grade kinda tall. Wrapped around its upper boughs was a cozy treehouse about the size of a suburban ranch home. Split level, not a mansion, nothing fancy by any means, but a good size.

We landed on a wood plank balcony.

I suddenly felt myself become corporeal again. It was a creepy sensation, as if I were waking up from a lucid dream. I shook my head. :An expansion of dark smoke clouded my left hand vision, and then the girl was standing where the raven had been just a moment prior.

A rush of deja vu washed over me for a split second, before I recognized its source. She looked exactly like a Finnish luge sledder I had a brief nocturnal tryst with at the last Olympic games.

Then her violet eyes found mine and the association dissipated into a cloud of nothingness. There was something inhuman- no, that’s the wrong word. Extrahuman would be better- about those eyes. They spoke of something ancient. A life lived too long. Things seen that were beyond the ken of any mortal woman.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said curtly.

Without waiting for a reply, she entered the darkling treehouse. I glanced at Svata and raised my eyebrows. She shrugged. Had we just entered an alternate dimension where people only spoke in cryptic whispers? Whatever. At least she saved our asses from the wolves. I was willing to forgive a prickly personality if it was attached to a flame throwing savior with the body of a 23 year old Helsinki firecracker.

We followed her inside.

The interior of the treehouse was no less spooky than the exterior. The front room was lit up with the same sort of pale, sourceless light you’d find on an old movie set. In a place like this, I wasn’t about to go asking any questions about where the light fixtures were located or who was paying the electric bill.

A rough hewn white painted rocking chair sat in a corner. A thin cushion covered its seat. Next to it was a low bookshelf packed tight with old leather volumes. I caught a few of the titles on their spines. They were written in a runic script that didn’t even remotely resemble anything I’d ever seen on Earth. Great. You’re not in Kansas anymore Dorothy, so buck up buttercup.

I felt like pinching my arm or slapping my face. I did neither of those things. Instead, I turned towards raven-girl. She was busy doing something at a side table. From the looks of it, she was either mixing together a potion or she was making the cocktail of the century.

“Hey, thanks for saving us back there. I didn’t catch your name, I’m James,” I said.

I almost stuck my hand out, more from habit than anything else. I slipped it back to my side at the last minute. She didn’t turn back towards me, or in any other way acknowledge my presence. Neato.

A beat of awkward silence passed between us, and then she turned back around. She held two pewter tumblers in her hand. From where I was standing, I could just barely make out the faintest glimmer of something aquamarine looking with the texture of battery acid.

“Drink this,” she said.

“Why? Not that I’m opposed to getting hosed on principle, mind you. I just like to know the name of the girl who’s about to roofie me,” I said.

She stared blankly at me, and I realized she must’ve died several thousand years before the invention of Rophypnol. I sighed. All of my best quips were being lost on these damn primitives.

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name,” I said, in what I hoped was a pointed tone.

“I have not been called anything for quite some time. You may call me Keiju,” she said. “Now drink.”

She held the drinks stiffly out in front of her. I briefly ran through my alternatives. I could try to climb down this giant of a tree and take my chances with the demon wolves, I could go toe to toe against the fire mage, or I could drink what was almost certainly some sort of magical potion.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell us what’s in it?” I said.

“If I told you, you wouldn’t understand. But, I can tell you what it’ll do,” she said.

“Which is?” I said.

“It will help you understand,” she said.

“Well, that clears up everything,” I said, rolling my eyes.

Svata reached across and took one of the proffered drinks.

“Thank you sister,” she said.

I followed her lead. What did I have to lose? It’s not like one wrong move would send me to a wandering eternity of misty nothingness. Oh wait.

The blue stuff tasted like pickled mucus and it went down just about smooth.

“Great stuff, got anymore,” I said as I handed it back to her. She continued the blank stare while I stifled back a cough. Well, someone wasn’t going to win Little Miss Congeniality anytime soon. She took Svata’s cup as well, and placed them back on the table. Then she strode over to the back wall and opened up a door. Beyond was a darker room. Just enough light spilled in for me to make out the contours of a fluffy white bed.

“Rest,” she said. “I have business to take care of. We’ll speak again after you sleep. With that, she moved back past us towards the platform we’d arrived at. With a wisp and a whisper she’d transformed back into a jet black raven and then she was off in flight. I lost sight of her almost immediately, her black form melding in with the all consuming blankness of the night sky.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

Svalta shrugged. She looked uncomfortable.

“I don’t know. I truly don’t know. You must remember, for all the ages I’ve spent in purgatory, I’ve never climbed beyond its lowest rungs. I’ve only scratched the surface of what this world has to offer. I will say, however, that she might not be entirely human,” she said.

My ears perked up.

“You have my attention,” I said.

“Just as there are soulless creatures like the Jinisi and the Siga, spontaneous manifestations of Purgatory’s power, and just as there are fallen beings, angels and demons cast out, trapped or fled from their homes, there are also the fae- souls that have been twisted through their long contact with the otherworld. These are souls who’ve become something both more and less than human,” she said.

I squeezed my eyes shut. This afterlife stuff was getting more complicated by the minute.

“Okay sargent, read you loud and clear. So, this girl is some sort of fairy?” I said.

“She’s something like that,” Svata said. “I couldn’t tell you for certain. It’s a mystery why some souls become fae and others don’t. Most don’t. I could count the number of souls I’ve seen who’ve made the transformation on one of my hands, and trust me, I’ve encountered a lot of souls in the Dardenes.”

I raised my arms to stretch out my upper back. I had to say, despite everything that’d gone down today, I wasn’t very tired.

“That must be something, your work I mean. You’ve been here for so much longer than you were ever alive. How much do you remember of Earth, of being alive?” I said.

“As I told you, Azoth put me in charge of processing. Being so close to the fell devices he employed, I was able to keep some of my memories. Not everything, but some,” she said.

“What was the point of processing?” I said.

Something flashed in her eyes. She suddenly seemed so sad.

“It’s a way to unperson the souls passing through. It’s the reason we had so few uprisings. You strip away a person’s memory, and reform them as a blank slate, so they don’t know any better. They don’t expect anything else,” she said.

“Why didn’t he have the siga do that?” I said.

“The siga?” she said, snorting. “Those brainless gits. No, the siga are mindless thugs. Their only use is violence and intimidation. For everything else, Azoth relied on us.”

“Do you think more souls will pass up to here, now that Azoth’s gone?” I said.

“I hope so,” Svata said. “I really do. But, I don’t know. This situation is unprecedented. There’s no telling what the siga will do. Hell, there’s no telling what the souls will do with their memories wiped. Of course, new souls will continue to arrive,” she said.

She bit her lower lip. I glanced away at the far space where the wall and the ceiling made a joint. I wanted to get off the subject. I wanted to know more about this mysterious ancient soul standing beside me.

“What do you miss most about life?” I said.

It wasn’t the question I was planning on asking. It came unbidden to my lips, and for a second I worried that I’d made a mistake. Svata answered by stepping closer and laying her hand against mine. Her head tilted up, her lips curled in and then she was pressing herself against me.

She tasted of lavender, of a soft spring and freshly blossomed flowers. Her tongue darted out and found mine. The two twirled in a delicate dance, and then she was pulling her head away from mine.

Heavy breaths racked her body.

“I haven’t felt the touch of a man since my death. Azoth didn’t allow consorting among the slaves. To be honest, I hadn’t felt the desire in me until I met you. I didn’t know that it was something I was still capable of feeling,” she said.

I opened my mouth to make a reply, but for once I was at a loss for words. This time I lead the charge. My hands roamed across her back as I pressed her tight to me. I flipped up the back of her loincloth and cupped thick handfuls of flesh. The curve of her buttock jiggled warmly in my hands. Her tongue pushed more heavily into my mouth, fervent and frantic this time.

When we parted it was only for a moment, just long enough for our clothes to puddle around our feet. Then I had her pressed up against the rough wood of the wall. Her hands pushed heavily into the planks and she let out a soft moan as I entered her from behind.

My mouth found the base of her neck. My hot breath pulsed against her soft skin as I began to thrust in and out of her inviting wetness. She was so tight, so warm and slick.

I leaned back and wrapped one hand around the base of her neck. My grip was firm and my mind was clear. My hips rocketed back and forth. Time seemed to stand still, and all I could look at was her back. A pale tan in the wan moonlight that filtered in from the doorway.

She came first. Her body stiffened against mine. When her muscles slackened, she pushed gently back against me and then I was coming deep inside of her. Taking her, claiming her as my own.

I slipped out of her and we found the bedroom. It took little more than a moment before Morpheous’s black curtain drew over our eyes.
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I was flying over the forest. This time I was alone. Neither Svata nor the black raven known as Keiju were beside me, but I flew alone and I flew high and the moonlight drenched canopy stretched on endlessly in every direction.

The dull realization that I was in a dream suffused me. I couldn’t tell you how I knew, nor why. It didn’t matter. The moon dipped below the horizon, and the sun peeked out. The forest exalted in copper rays. Glades opened up and life bustled into view. Gentle loping creatures that looked like a cross between a shaggy haired goat and Bamby came into view.

With that strange dream logic that allowed you to know that something was happening without knowing how it was happening, I saw the sun arc across the sky from West to East. Time was peeling backwards. Souls walked between the trees on their way to the next portal. I saw riddles and puzzles, staged games designed to test one’s mettle and moral fortitude.

But, it was nothing like the nightmarescape I’d entered the night before.

What happened?

It was a tantalizing mystery. Whatever Azoth had done to the Dardenes, that was just one stick in the cogs that made Purgatory turn. The sun stopped, and then wheeled back more rapidly now. I was being taken forward again.

The cycle stopped in blackness and it was night again. Not the everpresent night into which I’d entered, but a transient darkness. A green scaly skinned man with two holes in the side of his head for holes was leading a blindfolded woman by the hand down a slender dirt path.

She wore a dark green sleeveless, legless leotard, similar to the one worn by Keiju. Generous, milky white breasts heaved under the skin tight fabric. Flowing purple hair draped down her shoulders.

“Where are we going?” she said.

Her voice was toneless and mechanical. A shiver passed over my incorporeal form. There was something wrong with her. I sensed she was under a spell. Hypnosis maybe.

“You’ll see soon enough,” the creature said.

His voice was a jarring blend of scraggly growls. That stood in sharp contrast to his finely knitted three piece suit. It was charcoal grey. A blood red tie tucked neatly into his waist jacket provided a burst of color.

They came out in a small glade. A waterfall no more than ten or twelve feet high spilled into a shallow pool. The reptilian guided her into the water. I kept expecting her to speak, but she didn’t. They stopped in front of the waterfall.

Tall, green and scaly let loose in a guttural tongue that was 100% not English, nor anything that’d ever graced Earthly ears. The water parted revealing a small grotto behind the waterfall.

He drew the woman in by her hand. She followed in that trance like state, a willing victim. A glowing iridescent orb hovered in the center of the cave. It was another portal. It had to be. I averted my eyes from its glimmering expanse. There was something off-putting about it. Even in this bizarre dreamworld I still felt its power. The man brought her within touching distance of the orb before stopping.

He dropped his hand and began to chant. The grotto shook. Rocks tumbled around the pair and for a moment I was worried she’d be crushed. I needn’t have worried however. Whatever spell was enchanting her was also apparently protecting her from harm. The rocks bounced harmlessly off to either side and then the cavern itself began to tear apart. Overhead a flood of water rushed down to fill the newly formed gap. It stopped two feet about the duo before blowing apart in a burst of steam.

With an abrupt stop the river dried up. The portal sunk into the ground and the last of the rocks fell into dust. Outside the pond wafted away into nothingness and the trees tumbled inwards. Vines clambered out from the dirt, wrapping around the purple haired woman’s legs and stomach, twining over her shoulders and arms.

The blindfold fell away revealing two piercing electric blue eyes. Even in my ghostly form I could feel their power. Then, I was drifting up and away, higher and higher.

I couldn’t see the green man anymore. He’d disappeared at some point in the ordeal. The canopy grew thicker, and the glades disappeared under the steadily marching trees.

Heartrending cries filled the air, and my heart was stilled. Packs of wolves had slunk out from the dark places to feed. I was floating higher and higher now into the aether. The blackness was fixed at a permanent sticking point.

Then, I was back. Back inside of my body, back in the darkness of the inner chamber. Svalta’s warm flesh pressed against me. We hadn’t bothered dressing after our little tryst in the living room.

I slipped out of bed and into my shorts. The air had turned stuffy and I needed a breath of fresh air.

I slipped out of the room. Sitting on the balcony was Keiju. As if sensing my presence, she turned towards me and flashed me a shy half-smile.

“You know now,” she said.

It was a statement, not a question.

I went to join her.
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“Who was the green man?” I said.

“It’s difficult to explain,” she said.

She closed her eyes, and kicked her legs out over the wooden slats that made up the balcony. We had to be more than a hundred feet up in the air, but I was curiously free from vertigo. Whether that was because of my long history shooting down frozen mountain slopes, or whether it had something to do with the fact that I was dead, I couldn’t say. But, I sure was glad I wasn’t puking up my guts right now.

“Go ahead,” I prodded. “Try your best.”

“Oh, I’m going to tell you alright. Let me get my thoughts in order. It’s been a couple thousand years since I’ve spoken to another sentient creature,” she said.

That shut me up.

“They call themselves the Pahol. It means something in that devil tongue they use among themselves,” she said. She took a deep breath. “Are you a religious man?”

“I’ve been to church a few times, sure,” I said.

“Do you remember that story about Adam and Eve,” she said.

“Sure,” I said.

“And you remember there were two trees in the garden of Eden. One granted knowledge of good and evil, the other granted eternal life. Well, after that whole debacle in the garden, conventional wisdom says that God put an angel with a flaming sword in front of the tree to protect it from vandals. But, that doesn’t make much sense, does it,” she said.

“Not a whole lot of anything makes much sense to me, and to be honest I always thought those trees were metaphors or something,” I said.

Keiju’s eyes twinkled.

“Everything’s a metaphor, isn’t it,” she said. Her laugh tinkled like glass beads spilling into a vase. “No, it’s very real, and it’s the reason we’re here where we are. You see, when Adam and Eve ate of the tree became aware of good and evil, well that put God in a real quandary.”

“I don’t quite follow you,” I said.

“Sometimes the solution is more complicated than the problem,” she said.

“That really clears things up,” I said.

“Think about it. The more complications you layer onto the world, the less black and white and the more grey that you add in, well, that necessitates judging, adjudicating. Everyone deserves their day in court, and everyone deserves a shot at redemption,” she said.

“Those are surprising ideas to hear from a spirit who hasn’t held a conversation in over two thousand years,” I said.

“Give or take,” she said.

“Give or take,” I said.

“I’ll admit, I plundered a few of the metaphors from your mind. But, the ideas are ancient, holy even,” she said.

“Fair enough,” I said.

I kicked my feet out into the inky blankness. I wondered how long it would take for me to hit the ground if I fell out of the tree right now.

“Anyways,” she said, plowing ahead. “The tree of life got transplanted.”

“Where?” I said.

“Here,” she said, gesturing expansively. “Technically, everywhere here is a part of the tree of life. In practical terms, the tree manifests as itself in the ninth state of purgatory. It’s shielded from human hands.”

“But, someone got to it anyway,” I said.

“That’s the rub,” she said.

“So, where do the Pahol come in?” I asked.

“Purgatory came into existence as an extension of divine jurisprudence. It was a land for all the fence sitters to go. Those edge cases who could tip either way. The Pahol are a collection of souls who didn’t quite make the cut to go upstairs. At the same time, they weren’t too keen on an eternity in the underworld,” she said.

“Gotcha,” I said. “So what, they hijacked the tree of life somehow so they can live forever in Purgatory?”

Keiju shook her head sadly.

“They don’t need to do anything special to live forever in Purgatory. Remember, this whole realm is technically the metaphysical manifestation of the tree of life,” she said.

“Right, trippy,” I muttered.

“No, what they want to do is far more sinister. They’re trying to get to the physical manifestation of the tree itself. Once they eat of the tree, they’ll pull it out by the roots,” she said.

“Why?” I said.

“Isn’t it obvious?” she said.

I resisted the temptation to say no, and waited for her to answer my question. When she did, her voice was small and sad.

“By eating of the tree they’ll grant themselves everlasting life. By killing the tree, they’ll remove themselves from Purgatory and rejoin the land of the living,” she said.

“So, they’re planning on invading Earth?” I said.

“Essentially yes,” she said.

I looked out across the black forest canopy below. The night was quiet and still. It was hard to believe such evil could be afoot in a space as peaceful as this.

“Well, they’re sure taking their sweet time with it,” I said.

“They had been taking their sweet time with it. Something’s shifted. An ineffable current in the air. Things have changed,” she said. “I don’t know how or why, but I can sense. Your appearance is just confirmation that the acceleration is taking place.”

“What can I do?” I said.

“Why do you assume you can do anything?” she said.

I bristled at the accusation. I’d spent my whole life overcoming challenges. There was no reason the afterlife would be different.

“Why do you assume I can’t?” I said, my tone low.

“I didn’t assume anything. Tell me, I’m genuinely curious,” she said.

Her tone was flat, even, and I realized she was serious. That took some of the sting out of her words.

“I’m not sure, but I must be able to do something,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “It’s not the best answer you could’ve given me, but it’s honest and it’s fair. As a matter of fact, I have a use for you and your friend. Of this we will speak more later. It’s been a long journey and you are tired. Go finish your sleep.”

“What about you?” I said.

She flashed a toothy smile. Her canines glowed in the white moonlight and a primordial shiver of fear passed over me.

“My needs are not yours, human. Enjoy your rest,” she said curtly.

Dismissed, I stood up and stumbled back into the treehouse. A deep tiredness washed over me, and my eyes closed as my head hit the pillow.
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I woke to darkness. My head felt fuzzy and I wondered how long I’d slept. In this place beyond time, it was impossible to say. I got to my feet and groaned. Every muscle in my body ached in raging protest against my every movement.

The other side of the bed was empty. Svata must’ve gotten up before me. I rolled out of bed and cracked open the door. Outside, the same wan light from the night before illuminated the room. Technically speaking, it was wrong to say the night before. In this level of Purgatory there was no night before, only a singular, eternal night.

Svata was out on the balcony, kicking her legs over the edge much as I had the night before. Keiju sat on the rocking chair near the door. A heavy looking book sat across her lap. She looked up at me.

“Hey sleeping beauty, rest well?” she said.

I grunted in reply. Keiju slipped a bookmark between her pages and set it carefully on top of the low bookshelf. Then she stood up and crossed the room. Taking my hand in hers, she squeezed my palm.

“You up for an adventure?” she said.

“Always,” I said.

She flashed a toothy smile.

“Excellent,” she said. “So is Svata. Let’s go.”

I followed her out to the balcony. Keiju sat down about a yard away from Svata. I plopped down between the pair. Their body heat was a welcome source of warm in the cool night air.

“Do you remember the woman from your dream?” Keiju said.

Svata and I nodded in unison.

“Good, we’re going to free her from her prison,” Keiju said.

“When?” said Svata.

“Soon,” Keiju said.

“Who is she?” I said.

“A powerful fae by the name of Fena,” Keiju said. “It’s her magic that’s stoppering up the second level of purgatory.”

“And how do you propose that we rescue her? In case you haven’t noticed, Svata and I don’t have powers like you do,” I said.

“Yet,” Keiju said, straightening up. She turned to Svalta now. “One thing you might not have known about, given that you’ve never traveled beyond the Dardenes, is that you gain corporeality with each rung of the heavenly ladder you climb. You also gain the potential for new powers.”

“How do we realize that potential?” Svata said.

“We’ll have to level you up first,” Keiju said.”That’s why we’re not going after Fena yet. You’re going to start off with some lighter fare and build your way up.”

“But, why us?” I said.

Keiju turned and fixed her searching violet eyes on mine. My heart fluttered.

“Because you’re the first souls to come through that portal since Methuselah was in diapers. Besides, I have a good feeling about you two,” she said.

She followed this up by unexpectedly jumping up and off the balcony.

“What the-,” I said, staring down in horror as she plummeted towards the forest floor. In an instant her body tore apart in a cloud of black smoke and reformed as a massive raven. It pinwheeled in the air before shooting straight up in front of us. When the pitch black bird drew eye level with us, it burst back into Keiju’s human form.

“Group hug!” she said, falling towards us with a manic grin plastered across her face.

My hands shot out instinctively and her arms wrapped around Svalta and I at the same time. Then we were both falling through the wood plank floor and into an endless sea of darkness.

* * *

We reappeared on the forest floor in a mist filled glade. My hands held a long, bone-white spear tightly. Holding it up to the wan moonlight light, I inspected it. Runic figures had been carved up and down the length of the shaft. The spear terminated in a broad tear drop shaped blade.

“Do these mean anything?” I said, gesturing to the runes.

“Maybe,” Keiju non-answered.

I bit back a rejoinder. If raven-girl wanted me to figure this out on my own, figure it out I shall. As I lifted the spear, I noticed my short sleeved tunic had disappeared. Or maybe it’d just changed. Either way, now I was clothed in a long sleeved robe that hung down to my knees.

Comfortable, billowy breeches fell to my ankles and sturdy leather boots completed the ensemble. A long white cloak was fastened around my neck with an amethyst pin. The cloth was spider silk white and just as light.

Svata had traded in her cavewoman leather loincloth and bra for a tight white sleeveless leotard not dissimilar to the one Keiju wore. A small oval was cut out over her breasts, revealing a teasing bit of cleavage. I bit my lower lip.

Our tryst the night before had only made me want her more. Her mouth turned up in a sly grin. I returned the gesture.

One thing at a time.

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“I thought I explained that back at the treehouse. Purgatory is nothing more than a giant series of tests. The more tests you pass, the more powers you gain. You pass enough of them and eventually you get to see the big man upstairs,” she said.

“Gotcha,” I said. “So, what’s this one?”

“You remember those wolves who were bothering you earlier?” Keiju said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Well, their king lives over yonder,” she said, pointing into the blackness. “You’re going to kill him.”

I blanched. Her cut glass laughter spilled out from her lips.

“You’ll do fine, both of you,” she said. “He’ll be the big one in the center of the pack. All you have to do is creep up on him, and challenge him to a duel. He’ll be honor bound to accept your challenge.”

“Wait, so we have to creep past a pack of wolves first?” I said.

“When you put it like that, it seems so tough, doesn’t it?” Keiju said. “Use your brain. Figure it out. I’ll see you on the other side. And hey, don’t forget, I believe in you guys.”

She flashed me a wink before wisping away in her raven form.

Svata stared wide eyed at me from across the glade. She looked the way I felt. I brought two fingers up to the bridge of my nose.

“Let’s think,” Svata said. “We need to creep up on a sleeping wolf king who’s ensconced in the center of his pack.”

“No biggie,” I said.

More bitterness than I’d intended leaked into my voice. I stared ahead at the ghostly trees rising up from the mist ahead of me. If only we had a helpful spirit animal to guide us to the wolf king. Something like the jinisi.

The jinisi!

“I’ve got it. What’s your upper body strength like?” I said.

Svata raised an eyebrow.

“We’re going to climb our way through the trees to the wolf king,” I said.

“I used to climb trees as a little girl. I do remember that,” she said.

She sighed before continuing, “Well, it’s better than anything I can think of. Let’s go.”

* * *

We crept along the forest floor until we reached the first wolf. Svata’s arm swung out in front of my chest, stopping me in mid-stride. I looked down and felt my heart stop. A faint lupine outline the size of a shetland pony laid splayed out in front of me. Its chest rose and fell in gentle heaves. The creature’s grey fur blended in perfectly with the gently rolling mist that covered the ground and the black dirt beneath.

A thin crimson crust stretched around its snout.

I quietly drew my foot back, and then we were retracing our steps. When we were a safe distance away (is there ever really a safe distance to be had from a wolf that could be mistaken for a baby hippo?) I undid the knot on my belt. It only took a second to create a long looping knot and then I had it refastened around my shoulder as a sort of sash with my spear securely tied to my back.

Svata followed suit and then I was clambering up the side of a nearby tree like an anorexic squirrel fleeing a dinner party. One of the perks of being an Olympic athlete is the access you get to all sorts of cross-training equipment. In addition to my martial arts hobbies, my coach encouraged me to try out rock climbing during the summer months. It’s great for building upper body strength and endurance, while keeping you light on your feet. A must for competitive skiers. I was far from an expert, but you hardly needed to be an expert climber to make your way through a tree like this.

Broad arcing branches swung out at regularly spaced intervals. In no time at all, my hands were scratched and sappy. A grey-green paste of rubbed off bark and moss had smeared itself all over my brand new white long sleeved white robe.

Mom would be so disappointed.

When I got high enough that the tree branches began to intertwine in a single, dense canopy, I made the first leap to the next tree. There was a heart pounding moment when the tree branch I landed on dipped under my bodyweight and I thought it wouldn’t hold.

My muscles ached as I tried desperately not to slide off its length. Finally, it reluctantly rose back up. Not quite to its prior level, but high enough that I was no longer in fear of becoming a human pancake.

I crept hand over hand like an upright sloth over the tree branch. When I got far enough along, Svata made the leap. She landed with a bare shiver. Glancing back, I saw her move along with the grace of a spider monkey.

I turned my head and tried not to be jealous. In no time at all, Svata superseded me, and then I was following her through the canopy. I have to say, the view was much improved by the presence of her wiggling, leotard covered butt.

Glancing down periodically, I was able to see that we were directly on top of a veritable army of sleeping wolves. My heart fluttered. If we messed this up in the slightest, we were going to be the afterlife’s biggest pair of chew toys. I hoped Keiju wasn’t pulling our chain with all this duel talk. Could these wolves even understand English? Or whatever the hell it was we were speaking?

Oh ye of little faith. Here I was in Purgatory. I’d just traveled through a glowing orb that a fat demon had been sitting on for the last four thousand years because a three eyed monkey had told me too and now I was crawling through the branches of a forest that hadn’t seen the light of day in at least as long because a fire casting raven girl had instructed me to, and I was doubting whether wolves could talk.

Silly me.

I’d been worrying that I wouldn’t recognize the king wolf, but I needn’t have done so. He didn’t have a mask or a scepter, but that hardly matters when you’re easily twice as large as the next biggest wolf.

He was an auroch sized hunk of jet black fur covered muscle. As if that wasn’t confirmation enough, a ring of empty space extended for about thirty yards around him. Big boy likes his space. Well, this just made things easier for us.

A big tree came down about a few feet from the sleeping giant. I inclined my head towards its base. Svata nodded. I felt like my heart was about to fly out of my chest as I clambered down towards the ground. All of my instincts were fighting this. You don’t need to do this.

The thought looped itself endlessly through my head. I could squirrel my way back towards the spot Keiju had set us down in. We could bypass the wolf king entirely and go straight to the vine lady. Except, that wasn’t how it worked down here.

You had to conquer the bunny hill before you could hit the slopes.

Unlike the first tree we’d climbed up, this one had no branches close to the ground. I shimmied my way down an agonizing ten feet or so before I let go, and fell the last fifteen feet or so. I hit the ground first. Svata dropped down beside me making no more noise than a whisper. The wolf king was sleeping right in front of us. How easy it would be to stick him with the spear while he still slept.

Except we couldn’t. That was the coward’s way out. To gain whatever powers we were supposed to get out of this, we had to do battle with the beast. Not to mention, we couldn’t exactly just run away. Looking around at the trees surrounding us, I didn’t see any with low hanging branches. The only way out was through the sea of sleeping wolves around us.

Which meant we had to kill their king before we could leave. I hope they don’t mind. Svata drew up by my side and I took some comfort from her presence.

Two glowing yellow orbs flashed through the mist. Quicker than should be possible for a beast his size, the wolf king was on his feet.

“Dare you disturb my rest?” he thundered.

My blood froze. Summoning every ounce of will power in my body, I bellowed: “Wolf King, your reign of terror is at an end. We challenge you to a duel.”

His lips drew back in a laughing snarl.

“Took you long enough, human,” he said.
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It took me a moment to realize that the words he spoke weren’t English. He was communicating in a series of growls and barks that were somehow being translated instantaneously in my ear. Under different circumstances, I would’ve marveled at this feat of magic. But, given that we were approximately five seconds from floating in a barrel of stomach acid, I barely registered the fact.

“So, uhm, how do we do this?” is what I almost asked, before realizing that it would make me look a total ass. I’d challenged the big guy to a duel after all. It’s not his fault I had no clue what I was doing.

A low yawning howl sounded along the periphery of my vision. I glanced over and saw the inner ring of wolves was waking up. Like a rippling wave, more and more of the lupine army rose from the misty forest floor.

I turned back to the wolf king. His smile broadened, if you could really call it a smile. Because there was something else hidden in that expression, distorting it. Twisting it. Hunger flashed in his eyes.

A broad ruby tongue lapped out at a crimson crust that’d formed near his snout. I stepped closer to Svata.

“No,” she said.

Her voice was preternaturally calm, the type of calm that signalled that her insides were a shrieking bundle of nerves.

“Go out wide. We’re going to flank him. Use your spear to keep him at bay,” she said.

Going against all of my instincts, I left the comfort of her side and made a wide curving loop to the side. I plucked my spear from the sash I’d tied it too. The runes glowed a bright orange for a split second and then it was gone. Had I imagined that? I looked back at Svata. She was doing the same. Beyond our little circle, the wolves fenced us in, a tight, hungry circle. A sea of luminescent green, blue, and amber orbs were trained directly on us. No pressure or anything, I guess.

How does this work? Do we get a count down or is there a wolf-referee who waves a white flag?

As it turns out, the correct answer was C, none of the above. The wolf king slunk back on its hind legs and then it was launching itself through the air towards me. For being the size of a rhinoceros, homeboy sure had some hops. I rolled out of the way just in time for the oversized puppy to crash down beside me with enough force to register on the richter scale.

I leapt to my feet and lashed out blindly with my spear. The long metal tip hit home just below the wolf’s shoulder blade. The runes wrapped around the shaft of the spear lit up with that orange voodoo and his royal scariness let out an ear rending howl. Encouraged by this development, I plunged the spear deeper into his shoulder joint.

I hope it hurt like hell.

The bastard twisted the front half of his body. The movement was effortless, but it was done with the force of a small truck. I sailed through the air, narrowly missing the tree we’d climbed down on, before collapsing in a puddle of bruised flesh at the edge of our little fighting circle.

I looked up just in time for a healthy blot of something warm and sticky to fall into my eye. I wiped it away and saw the progenitor of the drool: a mangy haired mama who looked none too happy that I was sticking it in her boss.

I glanced from her to her pups and then back to her. A low growl rose in her throat, but otherwise she made no move towards me. Right. Because of the duel thing. That was convenient.

I stood up. Fortunately, I’d managed to keep my hold on the spear. A vicious shout split the air.

Svata.

In an instant, I was on my feet and charging back into the fray. Dodging between trees, I quickly made my way towards where Svata was circling the wolf king. A small cut had opened up over the wolf’s left eyelid. Otherwise, he was no different from when I’d left him. Blood matted the side of his body where I’d poked him, and he walked with a bit of a limp.

Svata on the other hand was barely mobile. Three long streaks ran down her left thigh. She kept the wolf king at bay with her spear, but I could tell the beast was toying with her. If it rushed her, she’d be done in a heartbeat. No, this was a cat batting around a mouse until it got bored and stuffed the whole thing in its mouth.

Desperate determination was etched on Svata’s face. Fat drops of cold sweat plunged down her eyebrows and onto the tip of her nose. She lunged forward suddenly, an artless stab at the wolf’s head. He drew back, but not before she made contact with his snout. The tip of her blade bounced up, splitting the creature’s nose in two. It was a split second of contact, but I saw the runes on her spear glimmer.

The wolf king howled and anger flared in its eyes. It sat back on its haunches, preparing itself for another leap. I wasn’t going to make it in time. Swinging my elbow back, I launched my spear like a javelin. It flew true through the cool night air and landed with a heavy thunk against the side of the beast’s throat.

The wolf king cantered unsteadily to the side. I saw the anger rise in a final rally behind its yellow irises. A wordless howl rose from its dying lungs.

I rushed to Svata’s side, taking her weight just as she collapsed against me. I hugged her tightly, before carefully setting her against the ground. All around us, the wolves sat silently back on their haunches.

I walked over to the king wolf. Planting one foot against his shoulder, I drew my spear out from the side of his neck. I felt like goddamn King Arthur drawing excalibur from the stone. Nothing could ruin this moment.

Nothing.

The wolf king’s eyes flared to life. I took a few hurried steps back as his lips drew away from his teeth, revealing twin rows of wicked white knives.

“I curse you, human. With my dying breath, I lay a black curse on your head. You will live only to see the one you love most die before you,” he said.

Recovering my balance, I raised my spear for a final death blow, but I needn’t have bothered. The light fled his eyes. Laying before me was nothing more than a dead animal.

I looked back towards Svata. She was kneeling against the forest floor.

The ring of wolves stood silent.

One moved.
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That was the door that opened the floodgates. In seconds, a hundred ravenous wolves were loping across the clearing towards Svata and I. My mind went blank as I sprinted towards her.

My mind went into overdrive as I glanced around the clearing for a way back up into the trees. I wrapped my under her armpits as I lifted her up to her feet. She felt a warm bag of sand. Her eyes were closed. The irregular beat of her heart thumped against my chest.

The wolves were seconds away.

“Goddamnit,” I swore.

Two hands reached out from a nearby shadow and grabbed my shoulders. I watched my legs dissolve into a mass of smoke as the first wolves reached us.

* * *

“How long will it take?” I said.

Keiju adjusted the poultice and frowned.

“I couldn’t tell you. It’s a deep cut. Besides, time moves differently here,” she said. She looked up, and her eyes found mine. “You did well.”

“You set us up,” I said.

“You knew what you were getting into. This is Purgatory. Sink or swim, there is no muddling through here,” she said.

“He laid a curse on me,” I said.

“Who?” Keiju said.

“The wolf king. At the end of his life, he told me that I would live to see the one I love most die,” I said.

“You mustn’t worry about these things. Purgatory is filled with spiteful creatures,” she said.

“Does he have the power to lay a curse on me?” I said.

Keiju bit her lower lip. I cursed and turned away. A soft hand found my shoulder.

“I’m sorry for putting you through that. I truly am, and if there was any other way, believe me. I would’ve done it. But, you have to understand Purgatory, all of Purgatory, was designed as a gigantic test,” she said. “It’s simply impossible to make it through any other way. Come into the other room and let her rest.”

We re-entered the front room and closed the door on Svata. Besides the poultice and the bandages, Keiju had given her some sort of thick, syrupy purple potion. I hoped it was enough.

She stared at me.

“You’re a dreamer,” she said.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.

“You have a connection to the dreamland. The space beyond space. The great inbetween,” she said.

“Listen, I don’t know-,” Keiju’s lips found mine, cutting off the rest of my rant.

I dissolved into her. All of the frustration, rage, and fear was swept away by the honeyed taste of her mouth. I moved my hands beneath her cloak towards the small of her back.

Her tongue danced in my mouth, small, quick, and darting. A wave of aching pleasure rolled over me. She rolled back in a riptide of torn desire, and I was left panting. Flat violet irises arrested my gaze. A smile curled up her face without touching her eyes. Those were animated by an animal hunger.

“I watched the entire fight. You couldn’t see me, but I was there high in the branches in my raven form. I watched you run back from an injury that would’ve killed a lesser man. I watched you put your life on the line for that woman in there,” she inclined her head towards the closed door.

“It’s been aeons since I’ve shared this space with another soul. Ages since I’ve been touched,” she croaked out the last bit, and for the first time I saw Keiju at a loss for words.

I certainly didn’t know what to say either. But, that was fine, because I sure as hell knew what to do next.

I wrapped one arm around the back of Keiju’s thighs and swept her off the ground and onto a nearby table. Her cloak and leotard became ashy and gaseous as they dissolved into a cloud of black smoke.

“Nice trick,” I grunted.

“I try,” she said. “Now, shut up and fuck me.”

I didn’t need any more invitation than that. Grabbing hold of either side of my robe, I lifted it up and off of my head in a singular fluid motion. Keiju bit her lower lip as my torso came into view.

After my arrival in Purgatory, my body had been restored to its pre-crash condition. Despite what I’m sure where some seriously gnarly bruises, my upper body looked good. It had to, to compete at the highest levels. Looking down, I saw was a solid block of tight muscle without an ounce of fat to be found.

I slipped off my pants and kicked them behind me. Then I was stroking my hard cock against the outside of her wet pussy.

“Do you want me inside you?” I said.

“Mmmhmm,” she said.

Her pale violet eyes, half covered by a flop of silvery hair, looked up with a longing that couldn’t be put into words. I continued to glide over her wetness, teasing her with every stroke.

“I want to hear you say it. Beg for it,” I said.

Maybe I hadn’t completely forgiven her for the wolf debacle. Or maybe this was just my way of working out my angst. Regardless of what it was, Keiju’s squirming form responded to it with a shudder.

“Please fuck me. Please, I’m begging you,” she said.

A smile curled over my face. Okay, maybe I’d forgiven her. But, I wasn’t letting her off the hook that easily. I slid right in. She let out a gasp as my fullness filled her.

I was big.

Ever since my first girlfriend, I’d known that. It’d never really been a thing with me. In the same way that some people are tall and others short, I was big. It simply was.

Now, seeing the chorus of emotions play out on Keiju’s face. Feeling her tightness around me while she simultaneously lifted her legs to wrap around my waist, I felt a fervent power course through my body.

I pistoned myself into her, driving hot and heavy with my hips as I penetrated her over and over again. The heat grew within me, and when I felt myself on the verge of eruption, I plunged myself up to the base of my shaft and stopped.

The expression on her face made it all worth it.

“Keep going, for the love of God, please fucking go,” she cried.

“Not so loud now,” I said.

My voice came out in a cracked growl. I enjoyed this. The feeling of power. Being in the driver’s seat.

“If I keep going, I’m going to come deep inside your pretty little body,” I said.

“So what? I want you to come inside me,” Keiju moaned.

“In good time,” I said smiling. I lifted the bottom half of her body off the table and gave her ass a lazy swat.

She closed her eyes and let out a deep moan.

“I’d be deeply remiss if I came first and left you hanging. Now, my body has calmed down enough to keep it up,” I said.

I plunged back into her, more slowly this time. I worked up a good tempo, and once again Keiju’s eyes were closed and her heart was fluttering. I worked myself slowly back up to a fever pitch. She tightened around the base of my cock.

“I want to see you come. Come for me baby,” I grunted, barely recognizing the voice as my own.

It was deeper, richer, more desperate- a man’s voice.

She came deeply and suddenly, tightening against the length of my cock. Watching her face explode into a burst of bliss was enough to send me over the edge, and then I was coming deep inside of her.
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“Close your eyes and concentrate,” Keiju said.

“It’s just black,” I said.

“Still your breathing and empty your mind. Do you feel it?” she said.

Thanks Obi-wan, but I still can’t feel shit.

I bit my tongue and for the fourteenth time that day, I tried to clear my mind. Not that that was an easy task. It’s not like my life, or afterlife, had been a walk in the park lately. First, there was the whole car crash thing, hospital food, getting shot at by masked thugs, having to listen to that fat asshole Azoth talk, and then the whole wolf thing.

And now Keiju wanted to play Mr. Miyagi. Cool. Well, it’s not like I had anything better to do.

“Your mind is a pool of water. Drip drop drip drop. Do you see the water splashing into your mind? Do you hear it?” she said.

“Yes, I hear the splashing water,” I said.

“Good, count each drop,” she said.

With a final shove, I pushed aside all of the thoughts that’d been distracting me and my mind was filled solely with the yawning blackness of the void.

And my pool.

And the water that was drip-dropping in one splash at a time.

One, two, three- I counted.

I felt something tugging at the corner of my consciousness.

Four, five, six.

It was growing stronger. I ignored it and focused on the counting.

Seven, eight.

Its tendrils were flashing around the edge of my consciousness. I opened myself without moving out to meet it.

Nine, ten.

The tendrils moved into my brain. They were warm and strong, a flashing energy sparkled out through the tentacles and into my body. Still, I kept counting.

Eleven, twelve, thirteen.

I opened my eyes and gasped. The forest was clear as day. I mean, it was still night but I could see each leaf in fine grained relief. A tree branch creaked and my head whipped around.

“Don’t worry, it’s a mile off,” Keiju said laughing.

I opened my mouth to protest, before realizing that she was right. It was a mile away. Someone was breathing heavily and I realized that it was Svata, still ensconced in her coma.

We were out on the balcony. I shouldn’t be able to hear that. I wrinkled my nose. I also shouldn’t be able to smell that, whatever that was. It smelled of faint mildew and nothing, yet I knew it was there.

Slowly it dawned on me.

“Am I smelling water?” I said.

Keiju nodded, a hard edge came into her eyes mixing with the excitement that was already present.

“There’s a stream not too far from here,” she said.

“How is this possible?” I said.

“You killed the wolf king, you took on some of his powers. Consider it just compensation,” she said.

“Can I do anything else?” I said.

“Sure, a nice big lout like the wolf king should’ve given you some physical enhancements as well: speed, strength, jumping, you know the usual. Plus, I imagine you’ll be slightly harder to kill. Why don’t you give it a go. It’s not like you have anything to lose,” she said.

I stood up and teetered on the edge of the balcony. I should’ve been terrified. It was at least a hundred feet to the forest floor.

But, I wasn’t.

I felt preternaturally light on my feet. Dropping into a crouch, I shot off into the sky. My body soared in a parabolic arc far higher than I thought possible. Then I was crashing through the canopy. The breaking branches barely phased me. I caught a heavy bow, and looped myself around and up.

I did a double backflip as I emerged through the leaves and up into the moonlit sky. Pressing my feet together, I dived back into the welcoming branches. Dropping like a meteor, I reached out and grabbed a passing bough.

I let out an oomph as I nearly tore my arms from their sockets. Then, I was swirling through the air like a gymnast as I launched myself onto another branch. I stuck the landing.

I’m goddamn Tarzan out here, I thought.

Satisfied with my new powers, I launched myself off of the branch and back out into the night air. This time I get going higher and higher until I almost thought I’d never stop and I’d land on the moon.

Then, I was falling down towards the postage stamp that was Keiju’s balcony. Even from this high up I could see every grain and splinter on the little wooden rectangle. When I was maybe a dozen feet up, Keiju flicked her wrist up and a burst of air buffeted around me.

I tossed wildly in the wind, before gently falling on my hindquarters next to Keiju. She leaned over and kissed my cheek.

“You didn’t have to do that, you know,” I said. “It wouldn’t have hurt me. The fall, I mean. I’m a lot stronger than I was before. Tougher.”

Her fingers wrapped around mine.

“I know dear, but it wasn’t you I was worried about. I’m in no rush for you to punch a hole through my balcony,” she said.

“Oh,” I said.

My cheeks flushed pink.

“Don’t worry about it. Now, give me a kiss and come inside. There’s something I’d like to discuss with you,” she said.

Obediently, I leaned over and planted a soft peck against her lips. I lingered on for a moment longer than was strictly necessary. She smelled of Spring. Of promises, hope, and new beginnings.

Her eyes laughed at me. She leaned over and planted another peck against my lips.

“Come on big boy, time waits for no man. Or woman,” she added after a moment’s thought.

I followed her inside. She went over to the table and set out two glasses, before grabbing a bone white pitcher off the shelf in front of her. While the splash of falling winter wine filled my ears, I settled into the rocking chair.

Keiju cupped the two glasses and made her way across the room. She walked half a step past me, before backing up to elegantly slide her ass across my lap. This is the arrangement we’d grown used to in the past week. Ostensibly, it was because she had no other furniture, but I’d offered to stand enough times to know that that wasn’t the only reason for the cramped seating arrangement.

“Hold on, let me get comfortable,” she said as she dug her ass into my crotch. When she was satisfied with her results, she leaned back and handed me my cup.

“Thanks,” I said dryly.

“No worries love,” she said.

“So, you wanted to discuss something,” I said.

“The situation with Svata is more serious than I thought,” she said.

“Oh,” I said.

“She was recovering, quite nicely in fact, and then it just- reversed,” she said. I couldn’t see her, but I could tell she was making a face by the way her voice turned at the end of her statement.

“You’ll have to complete the second challenge without her,” she said.

“How many challenges are there?” I said.

“This is the last one, I promise,” she said.

She leaned over and kissed me.

“You’re on level two, so you get two challenges,” she said. Her eyes flashed. “There’s a certain poetry in that, isn’t there?”

“Yeah, uhm, sure,” I said.

The whole wiggling episode had given me a second head to think about, and with Svata’s life in danger that was a dilemma I didn’t want to deal with.

“So, what do I need to do?” I said.

“There’s a pond some distance from here. It’s filled with leeches,” she said.

I wrinkled my nose.

“These will help her, trust me. This isn’t the first time I’ve had occasion to seek their help,” she said.

“Okay, then what’s the catch?” I said.

“Does there always have to be a catch?” she said.

I waited.

“They’re guarded by a clay army,” she said.

“I have to take on an army?” I said.

“It might be easier if you did. No, you have to sneak around them,” she said.

“How?” I said.

“You’ll see when I take you there,” she said. “Trust me, with your new powers, this will be a walk in the park.”

“The army’s clay though? Couldn’t I just, you know, knock them over,” I said.

“That would be ill-advised. Actually, avoiding any sort of contact would really be for the best,” she said.

“If you say so,” I said.

I hadn’t been in Purgatory long, but I’d been here long enough to know that things weren’t always as they seemed and the seemingly innocuous could be the most dangerous of all.

“So, when can we go?” I said.

She turned around and kissed me. Lifting her head just a centimeter away from my face, she smiled: “How about now?”

I placed my glass on the table and stood up. She let out a small laugh as I hooked my arms under her shoulders and her knees, carrying her like a newly married bride about to be taken over the threshold.

“Okay, put me down, put me down,” she squealed.

“Hmmm,” I said, looking up at the ceiling. “For a kiss.”

Without a word, she leaned up and pressed a hot kiss against my right cheek. Satisfied, I swung her down and onto the floor. She landed spryly on her feet, and then she was tugging me by the arm out the door and onto the balcony.

We immediately floated out into the air, me turning incorporeal while she took on the guise of a raven. We soared over the black forest, the stars at our backs and the cool wind at our fronts.

With the unchanging forest before us, and me not knowing any of the constellations stretched out overhead, it was as if the landscape itself were holding still while we moved endlessly forward. A sort of flying treadmill. So, when something did change it was almost enough to make me piss my pants.

“What’s that?” I said.

Keiju cawed, because she was a bird and I was an idiot. Not that I really needed her answer. It was pretty obvious what was below us. It was also obvious why she said that this challenge would be a walk in the park with my new powers.

The forest receded, opening up on what was essentially a massive obstacle course spread out before me. Tall thin stone pillars stuck up from the ground. Flaming hoops floated menacingly between them and spread out below all of it was just a gigantic army of clay soldiers.

They weren’t moving, but I got the impression they could if they wanted to. For example, if a human happened to fall off one of the thirty foot tall stone pillars littering the ground.

Not to mention the swords they carried looked quite a bit less like clay and quite a bit more like steel. Oh well, I guess it’s as good of an incentive not to fall as anything else.

We looped around and landed on the farthest stone pillar. It was about a meter in diameter, just wide enough for both of us to fit. Keiju dissolved in a cloud of black smoke and re-emerged in her human form.

“Not that I don’t like a challenge or anything, but couldn’t we just fly over to the lake. I feel like that’d be a lot easier,” I said.

“We could, but we wouldn’t want to. Besides the fact that this whole arena is bewitched, the clay army has its fair share of archers. And I can tell you, those guys don’t miss,” she said.

“What’s stopping them from picking me off then?” I said.

“There’s no sport in that,” she said, shrugging. “Make it to the water, collect your prize and come back. I’ll be waiting for you here. You can do it.”

She wrapped me in a bear hug and I almost fell off the pillar then and there. She giggled.

“Oops, silly me,” she said, as I righted myself.

“Yes, well,” I said. “It’s been real, and it’s been fun-”

“But, I can’t say it’s been real fun,” Keiju finished, pointing two finger guns at me. “I know all the stupid things you’re going to say before they leave your mouth, so don’t even try. Now take this before you go.”

She placed a small glass jar in my hands with a tin screw on top. A leather thong was threaded through opposite sides of the lid forming a long loop. I placed it over my shoulder. It came to rest by my hip.

I took a deep breath, and sunk down into a crouch. The nearest stone pillar was about ten feet away.

Here goes nothing.

I launched myself into space. I kept expecting myself to drop but I just kept going and going. I landed with a thud on the outer edge of the stone pillar. Spinning my arms out in a pinwheel motion, I experienced a split second of terrible fear as I balanced my bodyweight on the stone edge. Then, I righted myself and swung forward into a crouch.

I could’ve sworn I heard the creak of tile on tile below. A fat bead of sweat dripped down my nose, and it had nothing to do with the weather. I sent up a silent prayer to God for letting me attack the wolf king before I took on whatever the hell this was supposed to be.

I might’ve been in top shape back on Earth, but there’s no way I could’ve done this as my normal, unaugmented self. I straightened myself back out and peered ahead. The next stone pillar was just a little further than this one had been. But the two after that were closer together. They were also separated by flaming hoops.

Lovely.

I stepped to the very edge of the stone pillar and knelt down like I was about to best out of the starting blocks for the 100 meter dash. The creak of twisting clay tiles sounded from down below. It was louder now. More obnoxious. I couldn’t ignore it, but I had to.

Clear your thoughts. Keep an empty mind. Water dripping into a pond.

A war cry sounded from below, and then the sound of scraping stone filled the air. I couldn’t resist it anymore. I looked over the side. A blank clay head stared straight up at me.

Jesus Christ, those assholes were climbing up the side of the pillar now.

Enough with the dripping water, I had to get out of here and pronto. I sprang up and took two mincing steps across the dime sized stone circle before launching myself out into space.

My legs kicked helplessly in the open air as I sailed forward. Then, all of the air flew from my lungs as I landed dead center in the middle of the next stone pillar. I tried to stand up, and immediately sank back down into a crouch. Defeating the wolf king might’ve made me a bit more durable, but I wasn’t superman.

I looked ahead to my next target. It wasn’t quite as far away, but a flaming brass hoop stood directly between me and my goal. The hole was just big enough for me to slide through, if I was careful and timed everything perfectly. No pressure or anything.

I stood up, and stretched out my creaking muscles. My knees already felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to them, and I only saw things getting worse. These leeches better be damn worth it.

I positioned myself at the edge of the stone circle and braced myself to shoot forward. One, two, three, I took two mincing steps forward and launched myself forward into the still night air.

I folded myself up into a ball and flew through the fiery hoop. The flames licked up and I bit my tongue as an intense searing pain spread over my right forearm. I practically splattered against the third stone pillar. The smell of singed body hair and burned flesh entered my nostrils.

I held up my arm to my face and crinkled my nose. Flakes of blackened skin were already starting to wisp away on the wind. I shook my head. I’d have to deal with that one later. The clank of clay started up below. I glanced down, confirming my fears. The clay army had already begun their steady climb up the side of the stone pillar, like a group of ants chasing after a sweet globule of honey.

These guys just didn’t let up, did they?

I crouched down and leaped straight forward. Pressing my arms tightly against my side, I formed myself into a sort of torpedo as I shot through the fiery hoop. Once I passed through to the other side, I tumbled downwards and stuck the landing with an oomph.

A second later I was on my ass.

Oh well. At least I made it. I looked ahead for the next pillar, but all I saw was a rope ladder hanging suspended in the air.

Jesus Christ, you’ve got to be kidding me.

I closed my eyes and steeled myself for the leap. Making the jump this time was actually the easiest yet. My hands swung out and latched hold of the bamboo. A shot of pain ran through my bad arm, and I quickly hooked in my feet before lessening the pressure I’d put on that arm. Three points of contact, that was the golden rule in climbing. As long as I maintained three points of contact with the rope I’d be safe.

I removed my burned hand from the ladder and gave it a quick shake. I almost lost my grip as the ladder suddenly tugged downwards. It took everything in my power to keep my hold.

I looked down and my suspicions were confirmed when I saw the first of those clay assholes climbing up beneath me. I weighed my chances of kicking my way out of this and found them wanting. A gust of wind wobbled the ladder and my mind snapped back into focus.

I scrambled upwards. Each time I brought my burned arm down, a shot of pain tore through me. I gritted my teeth. There’d be time enough for bitching and moaning later. Right now, I had a job to do.

Up ahead wasn’t a pillar at all, but a rock face. I could see the lip of the face rested just below the top of the floating rope ladder. I’d have to make my way to the top and then jump down.

Something hard and grainy wrapped around my ankle. Instinctively, I kicked out. My heel connected with something solid and then the rope was shaking as three hundred pounds of solid clay fell backwards off of its length. I didn’t bother waiting around to hear it crash. Infused with a burst of energy, I shot upwards and monkeyed my way almost to the top.

As I readied myself for the jump, I made the mistake of glancing down below. Yikes. Hundreds of stone soldiers were twined around the rope ladder, slowly making their way up its knotted length. The nearest one was no more than ten feet below my feet.

Its face was upturned and I got a good look at its staring almond eyes. A bristly mustache extended just below its nose, and each folded in hair was visible from where I hung. It raised a long steel sword over its head and pointed it directly at me.

Here goes nothing.

I jumped off of the rope ladder. For a horrifying second my body was suspended a good hundred feet in the air with nothing below but solid ground and more wind up toy soldiers. Then, my feet hit solid Earth and I was back.

I glanced over at the clay soldiers. With my departure from the ladder, all of the animating life force had left their bodies leaving them as nothing more oversized garden decorations hanging from a magical rope ladder. I turned around, ready to conquer my next task.

A grin tugged at the corners of my face.

Finally, something I can do.

Extending below me was the largest sand dune I’d ever laid eyes on. It sloped gently downwards all the way to the edge of a distant marshy body of water that I could only assume was the pond.

Laying in the grass off to the side was an oversized plank of wood with a laminated bottom and two pockets made of woven grass. I might’ve competed in Olympic skiing, but I knew my way around a snowboard. Or a sandboard. I picked up the contraption and gave it a dubious once over. It was hardly the space age polymer composite I’d grown used to, but something told me it would work just fine.

If it didn’t, I’d get some serious skin rash. A creaking sounded from behind me. I turned around. In the moon’s half-light, I shouldn’t have been able to make facial expressions, especially those on what essentially amounted to an inhuman doll. But, my new wolf powers had seriously upgraded my night vision. The nearest clay warrior’s mouth had turned down into a frown and I swear he’d moved his sword. Before it was resting by his side, but now it was up above his head like he was a hussar getting ready to slash some poor peasant.

“Yeah, I get it. Move,” I muttered.

I turned back to the sandboard, but I couldn’t get the clay bastard out of my mind. Carefully setting it back down on the ground, I walked over to the lip of the cliff. Leaning over as far as I dared, I hawked a fat loogie at the statue’s face.

Maybe twelve feet separated us. The spitwad made it about halfway before arcing harmlessly into the void. So, the wolf king’s powers didn’t extend to spitting.

I glanced back up at the clay soldier. A smirk had replaced his frown.

“You win this round big guy,” I said, shaking my finger at him.

Then, I turned around and plucked up the sandboard from the grass. It turned out the woven grass was stronger than it looked, and after a few false starts I had my feet securely lashed in.

I looked over the lip of the cliff. This was it. All I had to do was reach the bottom and I’d be done. How I was getting back, well, I’d worry about that later.

Dripping water: one, two, three.

I launched myself off the side of the cliff. It was easy going at first. The hill didn’t get really steep until about a third of the way down, and the rush of air in my hair was a welcome relief after so long away from the slopes. It felt good to be back. I crouched into a half squat. My muscles were warm and loose.

I squinted. A narrow ridge had formed in the sand down and to my right. I swerved left and it expanded to follow me. I spat off to the side and crouched lower, picking up speed. I should’ve known something was up, things were never this easy.

The first explosion nearly threw me on my back.

I leaned forward and grabbed the front of the sandboard as I tumbled forward into the air. Something big, sand grey and accordion wrinkled was directly below me. It opened its mouth and, oh boy, no living creature needed that many teeth.

Ducking low I spun into a corkscrew and landed too close for comfort just beyond the behemoth. This was just where the mountain slopes became infinitely steeper. I picked up a welcome burst of speed as I hurtled away from whatever the hell it was that just tried to eat me.

Another ridge appeared in the sand before me. The wind whipped away my groan. It was too close. If I tried to swerve around it, I’d risk wiping out. There was only one thing for it.

Dripping water: one, two, three.

The death worm tore through the sand a moment too late. I made a small leap into the air and slid across its shiny cylindrical forehead. The sandboard wobbled and threatened to pitch me right off as it came down. I did my best to steer it straight and it sat down at a slight angle.

That was enough to nearly pitch me off. It took everything in my power to right myself. Up ahead was a broad expanse of glittering white sand. As I got lower to the ground, the slope became increasingly gradual and easier to manage.

I relaxed ever so slightly. I wasn’t out of the woods yet, but I could see the finish line. The ground leveled out and I could see the reeds swaying gently in the breeze. Hell, I could actually smell the water, mixed in with a few more undesirable odors.

If you’ve ever been shot twenty feet straight in the air out of a cannon, then you probably know I felt. This time there was no little sand mountain range warning. One second I was zipping down the dunes, and the next I had front row seats to the new Dune remake.

Fortunately, this worm was either too dumb or too clumsy to position his mouth directly beneath my sandboard, meaning I mostly rode up on its nose. Assuming, of course, it has a nose.

Unfortunately, it got the far corner of my sandboard trapped in its maw. Its maw snapped together, and sent me springboarding face forward into space. It took about five milliseconds for my training to kick in, and then I was somehow converting my fall into a clumsy corkscrew.

I landed feet first on the sand and promptly pitched face forward into the sand. After spitting out a heavy mouthful of sand, I quickly wiped my sleeve over my mouth trying to clear out as much of the grittiness as I could in a single swipe. Even with my life on the line, there were still some things you just didn’t put up with- a mouth full of sand being near the top of the list.

I pushed myself over and glanced down at my feet. They were still lashed securely to the sandboard. Unfortunately, the sandboard was not what it once was. The lead end had been torn to splinters by the sand worm’s attack.

Speaking of which, big, grey and ugly had disappeared back into a sedan sized hole in the ground. A tremor shook the Earth and a small ridge appeared up the hill. It was heading straight towards me.

The grass knots and clasps weren’t entirely familiar to me. It took only seconds to free the first foot, but foot number two was stuck. Deeply, annoyingly, life threateningly stuck.

I frantically tugged and tore at the grass bindings that kept my foot in place. With the ridge mere meters away I finally tugged it free. I quickly tucked the broken board under my arm, and then I was sprinting down the hill and towards the pond.

I was so close. Goddamnit, I could smell the water.

The ground exploded behind me, and once again I was sailing forward. My instincts kicked in and I threw my bad arm out in front of me to break my fall. Bad move. A burst of pain so bad it threatened to knock me unconscious tore through me.

Not now, I thought. I’m not going out like this. Not after everything I’ve done. Not with everything I’ve yet to do.

I flipped over onto my back and looked at death incarnate. A ring of small red eyes surrounded a mouth that took up approximately 95% of the creature’s face. Slender ivory daggers curved out, terrible tearing knives that ran shark-like in an infinite regression down the hell beast’s throat.

This is where I should’ve died. But, I didn’t, because I did something incredibly stupid that ended up working. The hell beast dove straight for me. As its terrible teeth descended on me in a tearing black void, I swung the broken sandboard up and waited until its maw was close enough to where I could smell the rotting remains of whatever the hell it was these things ate when there were no dumbass humans to feed it, and then I scooched backwards on my butt.

Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been worm food, but my wolf king reflexes gave me just enough extra speed to where I cleared its jaws by a hair’s breadth.

The worm got a mouthful of sand and I got a front row seat to its many, very angry looking gooseberry red eyes. Seizing the moment, I sprang out and plunged the sharpened, broken off end of the sandboard into its nearest three eyes. A thick black liquid that looked like oil, but which I’m pretty sure was blood spurted out all over my nice new robe. Well, darn it all.

The thing threw its head back and unleashed a cry that was just loud enough to make me wonder if another interdimensional wormhole was going to appear. It shook its head, spraying the sand with more black blood.

I took this as a signal to make like a tree and leaf.

Scrambling to my feet, I sprinted towards what I hoped was the relative safety of the pond. There was no good reason to think that the sandworms wouldn’t chase me once I was in the water, except that this was a magical obstacle course that operated on a very peculiar set of dream logic and dream logic dictated that sandworms should be confined to their sandbox, thank you very much.

Okay, sprinted is a strong word. It was more like stumbling with all the grace of your drunk uncle and paralpygic aunt at the family reunion’s three legged race. But, with the water so close and the worm preoccupied by a five foot long splinter, it hardly mattered. Cool muddy water lapped around my ankles.

I’d made it. I was free.

Keiju hadn’t gone into great detail on how to get the suckers, but it turns out it wasn’t that difficult. Like all things in life worth having, they came to me. It took me a minute to realize my ankles going numb had nothing to do with the temperature of the water.

I lifted up my pant legs and saw a small collection of glistening fat bodies had attached themselves to me. I swung the jar off of my shoulder. Miraculously, it’d survived everything I’d put it through. Holding it up to the moonlight, it shimmered in a way that suggested it might not be made of glass, at least not the kind I was familiar with. Then, I leaned down and plucked off my first leech, a fat little sucker with a shiny slimy black hide that was harder to hold than it had any right to be. With a plop the bugger dropped back into the water. I plunged in after him, and for my troubles I picked up a good half dozen leeches on my hand and forearm.

I shrugged. Hey, whatever works.

I brought my hand around to pluck off the first one, and stopped. The patch of blackened skin that’d been hurt by the flaming hoop was lightening. The flakey pieces of skin were falling away in patches. They revealed a healthy expanse of healthy, pink looking flesh.

Well, at least I knew they worked. I waited a few more minutes for the leeches to finish their work before plucking them off and placing them in the jar. I filled it with a bit of pond water as well. It wouldn’t do to have my medical staff going dry on me.

When I’d finished with the half dozen on my arm, I bent down to take a few more off of my ankles. To my surprise, my joints moved smoothly. All of the aches I’d picked up from my journey across the pillars had disappeared. I plucked off a particularly fat, juicy bugger and held him up to the moonlight.

It looked no different from any of the leeches I’d seen back on Earth. I put him in the jar with his fellows. I took a few more for good measure before carefully screwing the lid back on.

I swung the jar back across my shoulder and closed my eyes.

It felt good. Like finishing a big race kind of good, where the endorphins are still swimming around your body, your muscles are exhausted, but it’s okay because you know you’ve done your best and you had nothing left to give. The cool water is still.

I open my eyes and turn around.

The sand hill is gone. The pillars and rope ladder are gone, and the clay army with them. A short field of grass separates me from the forest. A raven caws, and a smile flits across my face. My ride has arrived.

I step out of the pond and carefully remove the remaining leeches from my ankles and legs. I place them in the shallow waters and watch as their sluggish black bodies sink towards the muddy bottom.

Until next time, my friends.

I walk across the grass towards the cawing raven resting in the brown boughs of an old pine tree.
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Svata’s eyes shot open.

“James, watch out! The wolf,” she said.

She struggled against the bedsheets, as I leapt out of my chair and to her side. Her eyes cast frantically around the darkened room.

“It’s okay Svata,” I said. “We’re back in the treehouse, the wolf king is dead. You’re safe.”

Her body went tense, then limp. She fell back against the mattress. I slid one hand around her upper back and held her softly. She collapsed in towards me. Something hot and wet rubbed against my skin.

“I thought,” she trailed off.

“What did you think?” I said.

“I thought you were dead,” she burst out. “Oh, I had the most awful dream, James. The wolf king had got to you and he was tearing you apart. I saw his teeth close around your neck. He was shaking you like a rag doll and all I could do was watch.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I killed him. He’s gone and you’re safe, and I’m here with you. That’s all that matters.”

I brought her close to my chest and for a moment we stayed in that position, me hugging her tight against me. Her warmth melting into mine. Finally, she put her hand softly against my thigh and I let her go, laying her head gently onto the pillow. She scooched herself up until her back was to the headboard.

“I can see so much better,” she said.

I nodded.

“We took some of the wolf king’s powers when we killed him,” I said.

“But, I didn’t kill him. That was all you,” she said.

Her hand reached out and gripped mine. I laughed.

“Trust me, it was very much a team effort. I couldn’t have done it without you,” I said.

A figure filled the doorway.

“Glad to have you back in the land of the living,” Keiju said.

“Interesting choice of words,” Svata laughed.

“Well, close enough anyways,” Keiju said, joining in the laughter.

I chuckled too. It was a stupid joke, but after all of the stress and the many highs and lows of the past few days, something within me had grown brittle and tired and when it snapped it was as if a dam broke.

Keiju made her way across the room.

“How are you feeling?” she said.

Svata answered by stretching her arms out in front of her.

“Right as rain, not a scratch on me,” she said.

“You have James to thank for that,” Keiju said.

“Oh really?” Svata said, turning towards me with a glimmer in her eye.

“It was nothing, really,” I said, trying to hand wave the whole thing away. I’d never been much the revel in my own glory type, and I wasn’t about to start now.

“Oh yeah, no big deal. Just an army of sand worms and clay soldiers. Anyone could’ve done it,” Keiju said.

Her voice was practically dripping with sarcasm.

“You fought an army for me?” Svata said.

“It wasn’t anything like Keiju is making it out to be. For one thing, I barely did any fighting. It was more of an obstacle course than anything else, and for another thing-,” I never did get to that other thing, because Svata chose that moment to wrap me in a crushing bear hug. Her lips tightened against mine and my next few words came out in a gargle until enough sense shot through me and I shut up and enjoyed the kiss.

After an eternity, we reluctantly parted. Her laughing eyes never left mine and I felt something pass between us, a bond that would outlast our time in this place. I sensed it and I know she sensed it. Maybe Keiju sensed it too, because she left us alone to our staring for longer than she strictly had to.

“Listen, I’m glad you’re feeling better, Svata. We have big things in front of us, starting with getting out of this godforsaken forest,” Keiju said.

“How do we do that?” I asked.

Keiju turned to me. A grim determination was etched in the lines on her face.

“We need to free the lady in the vines,” she said.
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We were incorporeal and high above the forest canopy. Keiju was in her raven form while Svata and I flew hand in hand behind her. Much as before, the world had taken on a timeless aspect that really made me wish I’d been reincarnated with a wristwatch.

I had to say, I was really looking forward to leaving this realm. As peaceful as it might be up in Keiju’s treehouse, I had to say I was growing tired of the constant night. My skin had paled up about three shades lighter and if I didn’t get some damn sunlight soon, I swear I was going to get rickets, dead or not.

Keiju suddenly swerved down towards a random spot in the trees. The invisible line connecting us tugged me down as well and then Svata and I were gliding towards the treetops.

We drifted through the upper canopy and became corporeal on a low bough. Keiju dissolved in a cloud of black smoke and reappeared in her human guise. I took a moment to admire her human form. Her taunt legs and smooth belly, her plump ass and cascading silver hair. She caught me looking and blew me a kiss. I winked and returned a half smile.

“If you two love birds are done, would you mind telling me where we’re at?” Svata said. Her tone was level and playful.

I hadn’t seriously considered the implications of me sleeping with both of my female companions before. Both relationships had developed rather spontaneously. If either girl was jealous of the other, neither showed it. But still, perhaps this was an area to tread lightly in. At least not until we could have a nice sit down and talk it all out.

“Right,” Keiju said. A smile still danced across her lips, but her tone became business-like. “Well, Fena is up ahead in that glade. She’s guarded by a golem.”

Golem, that word sounded familiar. I searched my memory.

“Is that like a rock monster?” I said.

“Something like that,” Keiju said. “Just know that it’s very big, very scary, and very dangerous. Conventional weapons aren’t going to have much of an effect on it.”

“Then how are we going to kill it?” I said.

“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it? The golem’s name is written on a scroll that it carries in its mouth. We remove the scroll, we win the game,” she said.

“How do we go about doing that?” I said.

“It’s well known that the golem is fond of riddles. If we can guess the answer to his riddle, he’ll be honor bound to grant us a request,” Keiju said.

“What if we don’t guess correctly?” I said.

“Then we fight for our lives,” Keiju said. She waved her hand and a passing ray of moonbeam coalesced into a long white spear similar to the one we’d used on the wolf king, a wicked looking flanged cudgel, and an elegant ivory bow accompanied by a quiver of goose fletched arrows.

She cast out her fingers and the spear floated over to Svata while the cudgel found its way into my hands. Meanwhile, she reached up and plucked the bow and quiver from the air before lashing them over her shoulder.

“Let’s hope we don’t have to use these. But, if we do aim for the eyes and the joints,” she said.

Svata and I nodded, our faces grim as the gravity of the situation settled over us.

“James, are you good at riddles?” Svata said in a quiet voice.

I shook my head no.

“Neither am I,” she said.

* * *

It was a short jump from the tree bough to the ground. My wolf king powers meant that I barely felt a second when I hit the ground. I looked over at Svata. Her face told me a similar story. Meanwhile, Keiju floated gently down on a moonbeam.

She reached the ground and we set off between the trees. Low billows of rolling fog blew between our feet, lending the whole scene a real Forbidden Forest vibe. I almost opened my mouth to ask Svata if she’d seen the Harry Potter movies, before realizing what a dumb question that was.

Despite the whole forest looking pretty much the same, Keiju seemed to have a pretty good idea of where we were going and it wasn’t long before the trees began to thin.

A mass of something green appeared through the trees and my heart began to beat a little faster. Dots of red poked out here and there, barely visible through the misty woods with my wolf king night vision. Then we were there. I stopped. My eyes slid from side to side. I felt like a Japanese tourist in Paris.

“Is this it?” I said, just a little too loudly.

“What were you expecting?” Keiju hissed.

“Something more,” I said.

It certainly wasn’t unimpressive. Maybe it was because I’d hyped myself up so much for it. But, the great portal connecting the second and third layers of Purgatory was something you could find at your local municipal botanical garden. A large pile of rocks sat off to the side, mossy and ignored. In the center of the clearing, which wasn’t very big by the way, was a mass of thorny vines dotted with bursts of scarlet that I’m pretty sure were roses. Or at least they were close enough in composition to make an excellent analogue for the species.

There was, however, one exceptional exception to the humdrum and that was the floating girl in the green leotard with purple hair. She hovered high in the air. Vines wrapped from her ankles to her thighs before parting to twine around her arms. Her hair floated outwards like she was suspended in water while her eyes stared blankly ahead, a piercing electric blue.

“That’s Fena,” Keiju whispered. “Remember, she’s the key to everything- this realm and the disruptions it’s suffered.”

A deathly moaning groan filled the clearing, and then the ear grinding rasp of stone against stone hit my eardrums. My eyes flickered over to the pile of stones as they began to form up into the rough form of a man. It took a few minutes for everything to settle into place. More than once I considered just running over and hacking away at the vines. It wasn’t the smartest plan, but neither was going to toe to toe with a golem on trivia night.

Oh well, the moment passed and here we were. The golem was an ugly son of a bitch, a grey stack of rocks with a too small head and an anatomy that would make a first grader with a learning disability’s play doh masterpiece look like something out of Grey’s Anatomy.

It lumbered towards us.

The thing didn’t have any weapons, but it hardly needed the extra fire power when its whole body was already a giant club. Hell, it could just lay on us if it wanted. Like a grandfather who hasn’t turned his hearing aids on, the golem planted its hands on its knees as it dropped into a crouch.

Its eyes were two flaming pits. It had no nose, but its mouth stretched thin and tight-closed. It had a frog’s smile. I looked away, then forced myself to look back at the soulless abomination.

“Golem, we have come to challenge your might. Let us through so we might claim the fae-born Fena,” Keija said.

That sounded a lot better than what I was going to say so I kept quiet.

The golem’s mouth lifted ever so slightly. When it spoke, it was with a voice so preternaturally high and stilted that I had a hard time connecting it to the geological monstrosity in front of me.

“You have come to steal what is rightfully mine. For this perfidy, I should crush you and your friends. But, I won’t,” it said. It sighed. “Long have been the uncountable years under this changeless sky. I slumber in darkness and dream of amusements rendered verboten aeons past by the closing of the gates. I will wager you my charge, but for a price. Should you lose, your lives will be forfeit. I will not kill you, no. I will take you deep underground where you cannot escape. I will leave you trapped there and we will become friends. Yes, you will talk to me everyday. We will exchange stories and riddles and my loneliness will be no more.”

Jesus Christ, it’s worse than I thought. The golem is a friendless loser who talks like he’s spent the last five hundred years at a Renaissance Convention.

“I’d rather he just killed us,” I whispered to Svata.

“What?” the golem said, never lifting his lip more than a centimeter. His voice was tinny and scarce. “I can’t hear so well.”

“I said we’d accept your wager!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

His fiery eyes scrunched together.

“You don’t need to be quite so loud,” he said.

“Sorry,” I said.

The golem stood up and rocked on his heels before jumping up and down. The seismic aftershocks were enough to knock us on our asses and keep us there. He settled down and got back into his grandpa pose, hands on his knees and his head outstretched to the point where I could almost reach out and touch it.

“Okay, okay,” it said, its bizarre high pitched voice positively giddy with excitement. “Let me think of a good one.”

It closed its eyes and hummed to itself for a moment. I exchanged looks with Keiju. Surely, she had some type of blasting magic to deal with an over excited rock monster. Her apologetic smile said no.

The golem opened its eyes.

“I’ve got it! I speak without a mouth and hear without ears. I have no body, but I come alive with wind. What am I?” the golem said.

“Give us a second,” I said, holding up one finger.

I turned back to the girls without waiting for a response from the overly giddy automaton.

“Group huddle time,” I said. “Keiju, go.”

“Don’t pin this on me. I’ve been trapped here for the past god knows how many thousands of years. I’m a little rusty on my riddles,” she said.

“Same here,” Svata said, nodding glumly.

“Well, don’t look at me,” I said. “I had better things to do on Earth than play twenty questions.”

“Let’s try to stay productive. I speak without a mouth and hear without ears- what can that be?” Keiju said.

“A phone?” I said.

Keiju and Svata stared blankly at me.

“Right, dumb guess,” I say.

“It’s a shadow- the correct answer to riddles is always your shadow,” Svata said with a disconcerting confidence.

I felt like slapping my face, so I did.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Keiju said.

“A candle then. It must be one of the two. I am not much for riddles, but the kitchen staff is always riddling one another and the answers are always either shadow or candle. There is no third choice,” she said stubbornly.

We’re going to spend the rest of eternity trapped in a hole and our only company is going to be a golem with a second grade education.

“I’ve got it!” I said.

I turned away from the girls and turned back to the golem. This time, it was my turn to speak with a confidence I shouldn’t have.

“I know the answer, but you’ll have to come closer. I don’t want you to miss it,” I said.

The golem eagerly leaned closer to me.

“Nope, not close enough. Come on now, a little nearer,” I said.

The golem eagerly complied. I could feel the heat from its soulless, flaming eyes. When its head was close enough for me to reach out and touch it, it moved its upper lip back a finger’s width and asked: “What is the answer to my riddle, oh human.”

In a flash, I let go of all the rage and fear that’d been building inside of me since I’d entered the clearing. The golem’s eyes opened, and it made to draw its head back, but it was already too late.

“Open your goddamn mouth,” I cried, as I swung my cudgel in a vicious side swipe towards the ugly bastard’s cheek. At the moment of contact, the cudgel lit up. A thousand finely carved ruins glowed with a delicate green illumination and to everyone’s surprise, including my own, the golem’s mouth popped open and something small and tattered fell out and rolled on the ground in front of us.

The fire in the golem’s eyes went out almost immediately, but not before I saw the flash of a childish dismay. Then, the monster collapsed into a pile of stones in front of us.

A hand clapped on my shoulder.

“Wow, how did you know that would happen?” Svata said.

I took in a heavy breath.

“I didn’t. Lucky guess,” I said.

Keiju punched me in the arm. When I looked at her, she seemed legitimately angry.

“You could’ve killed us all,” she said.

“Sorry for saving the day,” I drawled.

A great tiredness swept through me. I set my cudgel down and carefully examined my arm. By rights, it should be broken in half a dozen places. But, the blow had barely affected it. Hell, I hadn’t felt a thing.

“What do these ruins do?” I asked, picking up the cudgel again. I spun it around loosely in my hands and the runic script flared briefly back to life. Keiju side eyed me. I could tell she was still angry, and for a minute I thought she wouldn’t answer my question. When she finally did, I could practically smell the resentment on her breath.

“They help protect the user, while amplifying its power,” she said.

She raised two fingers and pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Really James, you didn’t even know that when you executed your master plan?” Keiju said.

“Hey, it was a dumb choice, but it’s not exactly like we were running high on options out there,” Svata said softly.

I shot her a grateful glance.

“I know you’re mad, but realistically what else were we going to do?” Svata continued. “Sometimes, we just have to make the best of it.”

Keiju closed her eyes. I could tell she was thinking of dripping water. I waited, and when she opened her eyes a new calm overlaid the anger, although I could tell it was still there: buried.

“You’re right, and I’m sorry,” she said. She reached out and took my free hand in hers. “But for the love of God, if you ever do such a damn fool thing again, let me know first.”

I squeezed her hand.

“I won’t make any promises, but I’ll try my best,” I said.

“Good enough,” she said. She turned towards the mass of vines and the floating woman just beyond us. “Now, back to the matter at hand.”

“How are we going to get her down?” I said.

“Carefully,” Keiju said, shooting a glare my way. Apparently, I wasn’t as forgiven as she’d said I was.

A lightbulb popped over my head.

“You can turn yourself into a flamethrower, right? Why don’t you just burn her down,” I said.

Svata slapped herself on the forehead.

“One, if that did work it would only succeed in burning up Fena which is an action I would rather avoid, if possible,” Keiju drawled, a frown creasing her features. “Two, it wouldn’t work even if I did try it. Those vines are enchanted. They’ve survived for millennia in this shithole. My power is strong, but not strong enough to take on whatever those vines are built from.”

Something tugged at the back of my mind.

“Hold on a sec,” I said.

I closed my eyes and tried to get into my happy place.

“Black cavern. Still pond. Dripping water. Ripples driving ever outwards. One, two, three…”

When I’d driven every extraneous thought from my head, every last nagging reminder about filing my taxes and picking up my dry cleaning, every last nervous tinge telling me there was a backburner turned on somewhere, the tug returned. Some invisible tendril had stretched itself across the aether and was tap-tap-tapping at the back of my noggin.

My eyes flipped open like the shutters of a bar across the street from an AA meeting.

“Keiju, whenever I accomplish one of these challenges, I get a new superpower, right?” I said.

“Something like that,” Keiju said, nodding.

“So, when I got those leeches, I should’ve gotten some sort of healing powers,” I said.

“That seems probable,” Keiju said.

If she was nonplussed by the exchange, it was because she didn’t see what I saw. The vines weren’t real vines of course. They were magic. But, it went deeper than that. The brambles tangled around sleeping beauty up there were a consequence of dark magic. They didn’t belong in this realm.

Truth is, they didn’t belong anywhere. When the Pahol had summoned them out of the ground, they’d laid a painful hex on the Earth, or what passed for Earth around here. It was the equivalent of mutating a healthy organ into a cancerous clump.

Bottom line is, the vines didn’t belong here. They shouldn’t exist. And I was the surgeon who was going to excise them.

I walked over to the base of the brambles. They shook like a stiff breeze was buffeting against them as I reached out my hand. But, the clearing was perfectly still. There was no wind. They felt me and they were afraid.

I wrapped my hand firmly around a long green shoot and let the thorns pierce through my skin, drawing blood. Thick scarlet drops curled down my forearm, but of this I paid no mind. To make an omelette you have to crack a few eggs.

The tugging continued against my backdoor. I opened my mind, and let it draw me out. My consciousness flowed into Purgatory and pooled around the base of the vines. I winced. The Earth was inflamed like an angry wound. I saw where the hex had lain festering, mutating and changing the tender ground in an ageless thrashing.

I reached out with my consciousness, not really sure what to do. I mean, hey, this whole astral projection thing hardly came with an instruction manual. Then, I saw it. The glowing white light at the end of my tendril. I pushed it down where the ground seemed angriest and reddest.

It seethed at the touch, shooting backwards like I’d poked it with a hot poker.

Not so fast you little bugger, I thought.

I chased after the red aurora like it was a kid who’d just crapped in the ball pit at Chuck E. Cheese and I was the assistant shift manager. Not that it had much room to run. It was an ancient magical hex for Chrissakes. It was bound up with this particular patch of Earth, and when I cornered that little ball of pulsing scarlet energy you can bet I gave it the walloping of the century.

Poking out with the blinding angel that was somehow emanating from my astral projection tendril, I pierced right through its heart (or where its heart would be, if it had one) tearing the bugger into a million tiny pieces. The vines shuddered, shrank, and hissed before finally giving up the ghost.

The astral tendril high fived itself before retreating back into my brain just in time for me to see the vines shrivel into a thousand smokey black husks. The red roses aged a hundred years in a microsecond before falling like so much dead, flaking skin. Above it all, Fena never wavered. Her piercing electric blue eyes shone out like a lighthouse across the grim forest.

Then she was falling as the blackened edifice collapsed in on itself in a dying plume of smog. I lurched forward, a wide receiver going for the Heisman, and just barely got my arms around her waist a split second before she splattered against the ground.

I set her down as carefully as I could in the ash pile. Surprisingly, her legs held her own bodyweight and I swore she made eye contact and something passed between our eyes. What exactly it was, I couldn’t say, but I’m sure it was something. Then her face went blank. Her eyes were still open in that mystifying and frankly intimidating stare, but they weren’t fixed on anything in particular.

“Hey, are you okay?” I said, holding onto her shoulders.

If she heard me, she gave no sign of it. She was there, but she certainly wasn’t present. I turned to Keiju, hoping for some back-up when a tremor shook me off my feet and threw me a couple of yards back. I landed hard on my back, and all of the wind was knocked out of my body.

I heaved out a pained cough.

Tilting my head up, I saw that contrary to my initial assessment, Fena was hovering about six inches off the ground. Just high enough that the flash Earthquake hadn’t touched her. Good for her. Then I forgot all about my blue eyed floating daisy as a shiny ball of glowing iridescent rainbow inched up out of the ugly gash in the ground that’d formed up where the vines had stood just a moment past.

It stopped about two feet off the ground before stopping. The portal’s light lit up the forest like a disco ball at a pride parade. I glanced over at Svata and Keiju. They were also on their asses and that made me feel a little better. I opened my mouth to ask for their valued opinions on what we should do moving forward when the woods graciously answered that question for us.

A chorus of wolf calls several hundred deep rolled through the Halloween decoration trees. Every muscle in my body stiffened. I wondered if they were still mad about that whole killing their king episode. I decided I’d rather not stick around to find out.

From the speed with which Svata shot to her feet, it seemed that she was thinking much along the same lines. Keiju and I rose at around the same time, twinsies, and we all converged on Fena just as the first snouts peeked out of the shadows. Snarls accompanied the roiling wave of wolves that shot across the clearing. I picked up the pace with an extra spurt of speed and then my arms were wrapped around Fena and I was fireman carrying her to the orb. Svata reached it first and disappeared in a flash of dazzling light. Keiju followed by a hair’s breadth after. Something hot and moist blew against the back of my ankle. My stomach dropped. I’d come too far to go out like dog chow.

I took a flying leap into the orb of sparkling brilliance. The last sound to reach my ears was a goosebump raising howl of frustration and then I was dissolving into the heady mysteries of the portal’s light.
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She always insisted I call her grandma. If I didn’t, she’d get mad at me and hit me with her slipper. It really only hurt when I was little, little. By the time I was nine, I could pretty much slip away if I wanted to. Not that I tried. Her strength was gone by that point, and it was easier to just take it. It felt like a succession of marshmallows were falling over and over again over my frame.

She got me involved in taekwondo and later she signed me up for the free skiing program because she wanted me out of the house. A career librarian, she’d retired at fifty-five after her husband croaked and the life insurance payout came through. He’d been a contractor and judging from the sheets of drywall that still crowded up our basement, he must’ve been pretty in demand.

Not that she ever really told me about him. She might’ve been my state appointed grandma, but she could’ve given a sphinx a run for its money when it came to holding secrets.

Why did she take me in, I’ll never really fathom. It certainly wasn’t out of the goodness of her heart, and she certainly didn’t need the money. Not that there was much money when it came to fostering to speak of. That was a matter she had no trouble keeping telling me.

As best I could tell it had to do with the church she went to. The one she dressed me up like a little 19th century lace doll for. With a personality like hers, she wasn’t about to win any friends or influence people organically. No, I was her prized poodle. Sundays from 9 to 11 she’d parade me in that little storefront chapel to the other septuagenarian worshippers and in return she’d receive a handsome bounty of pitying clicks and scaly handed pats on the back.

Old people are seriously gross.

She never really told me about my parents. Said the foster care people didn’t have much information on them beyond my dad was a carpet salesman and my mom a social worker. No extended family to speak of.

If I hadn’t been scouted out for the Olympics, I probably would’ve killed her.

As it stood, she passed peacefully in her sleep a month after I’d been whisked away to the Olympic training center and out of her increasingly frail, dementia ridden grasp.

I didn’t think about her often. At least, not as often as you might suppose. But, I thought about her now as I stepped out of the portal and into the next stage of Purgatory. It was beautiful. Legitimately, actually beautiful and for a second I thought I might be in heaven.

An emerald green lawn stretched away over low rolling hills. Broad oak trees dotted the manicured grass. Any second now, I expected a fat, smiling groundskeeper to roll by on his red riding lawn mower, a long blade of grass sticking out between his front teeth.

Point being, I hoped she never got to experience this place. In my heart of hearts, I sincerely hoped “grandma” was burning in Hell, wherever that was. Memory is a funny, fickle thing.

I cleared those thoughts from my head, before laying Fena out on the grassy side of the hill we were on.

“Level two down,” I said, wiping a bead of sweat from my forehead. “Okay, what do we do next?”

Keiju and Svata exchanged a glance.

“Your guess is as good as mine. From here on out, everything is as new to us as it is to you,” said Keiju.

I bobbed my head up and down in a simulacrum of understanding.

“Gotcha, well a good starting point would be figuring out what the hell we’re going to do with this lass,” I said.

“She’s still alive somewhere inside of there. It’s just a matter of pulling her out,” Keiju said. “Could you try to use your healing abilities?”

I shrugged.

“Sure, why not?” I said.

I closed my eyes and cleared my mind. It was becoming easier with practice. Locating my tendril, I went poking around the edges of Fena’s mind. Each time I got close, I hit up against something like a cement wall. Finally, I sighed and dipped back.

My eyelids fluttered open and I could already read the disappointment on Keiju’s face. Svata seemed to hold out a little more hope for me. Good old Svata.

“No dice,” I said. “There’s a block all around her.”

“I thought that might be the case. It was worth a shot though,” Keiju said.

“So, what now?” Svata said.

That question was answered shortly though not in the way that any of us had hoped. It started, as many disappointments do, with the obnoxiously spine chilling sound of a hundred slobbery gums flapping against a pairing hundred set of slobbery gums.

A not-this-shit-again look flashed over Svata’s face. My face contorted into a mirror of hers, and then we were both looking up the hill at what appeared to be a mishmash of demented corpses smushed together like stale grape jelly. A dozen feet touched the ground while more hung loosely in the air, ready to take up slack if need be. The faces had no rhyme or reason to them. They were degraded enough that distinguishing by gender was a tall order, but I got that Title IX compliance was being observed. They had the ageless grace that could only be accomplished when a collection of heads were melded into a giant ball with grey, grasping hands shooting out at odd intervals.

All in all, I had to say it was one ugly prom date.

It let loose with another belching howl. At least it had the decency to do that a decent distance away. My nose wrinkled in sympathy at what the air around the creature must be going through right now, what with the smell and all. Then I was scooping up Fena and my merry band of misfits and I were cantering down the hillside like an ugly many headed death monster was chasing us.

Which is more or less exactly what was happening.

We broke onto level ground, and I risked a glance backwards. I gulped. The hundred-headed demon was picking up speed. Fortunately, I had my wolf king strength and speed and so did Svata. I don’t know what type of dark voodoo Keiju possessed in the realm of physical strength, but whatever it was it kept her moving out in front of us. Despite all of this, the big ball of corpse flesh was rapidly gaining ground.

I opened my mouth to ask Keiju if she could scare up some of that fire magic, but the forest fae was two steps ahead of me. Twirling on her heel, she extended both hands and shot out a couple of healthy sized fire balls. They meteor crashed into big ugly’s many faced body and the sounds of a thousand baby seals being clubbed to death filled the air.

It was damn near intolerable, and if I hadn’t been running for my life, I would’ve ended it just. As if that wasn’t bad enough the scent of burning corpse flesh flew in on the wind and then I was in for a double whammy.

I couldn’t clap my hands over my popping ears and I couldn’t cover my nose, because my hands were occupied with Fena’s useless ass which was currently no more than two inches away from my face. In different circumstances, I might’ve found the situation arousing. As it was, it took everything in my power not to cut her loose before so I could claw off my ears and nose.

The ear grinding scream came to a sudden halt. I stopped and looked around, ready for the ugly bastard’s body to hit the ground and be dead already. But, this wasn’t Disneyland and dreams don’t come true.

Whatever that thing was, it was a lot more durable than it looked at first glance. A half dozen faces were practically melted off, and a burst of grey ash plumed around its features, but the hate that shone out through its two hundred eyes suggested it wasn’t going to let a little thing like hell fire get in the way of tearing us limb from limb.

I turned around and sensibly decided to run for my life.

Svata and Keiju were already out in front of me. Of course, they weren’t burdened by a three thousand year old fae in a coma. Life wasn’t fair like that. A hill loomed up ahead. Svata made the executive decision to run around it. Probably a smart decision, although I’d like to see the ball of flesh behind me run uphill with its dozen normal sized legs made stubby by the mass of the orb they supported.

Actually, that might’ve been the smart option. I could see it now, ashy faced and angry tumbled backwards down the hill.

But, the moment was past.

The die was cast.

We came around the corner of the hill and spread out before us was a big fat nothing. The ground abruptly stopped and below us was approximately a million miles of cloud, sky, and empty space.

Well, isn’t that a nice surprise.

I looked out straight ahead and spotted a few more floating islands drifting lazily through the air.

“Quick, Keiju, can you fly us out of here?” I asked.

Her face had taken on a thousand lifetimes of worry in the five minutes since we’d arrived in stage three.

“I can’t do it. My powers aren’t working the same as before,” she said.

“But, you could do the fireball!” I shouted.

“I know,” she said. Her voice came out pained now. Her eyes were closed tightly. “I’m trying to make it work, but something’s blocking me.”

A cacophonic cry of heavy panting sounded behind us. The ball of heads and arms was getting close. Time to stand and deliver.

“James look!” Svata cried excitedly.

She pointed over the edge of the floating island. At first, I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking at. A sea of scarlet scales flashing in the sourceless warm yellow light that suffused the horizon. Whatever it was, it was big, it was alive, and it was floating directly below us.

Jumping onto the back of a flying leviathan was a risk I’d rather not take. But, staring down the barrel of a hundred headed gun I decided it was the best option at the shit buffet.

“Here goes nothing,” I grunted.

The drop wasn’t long. Maybe twenty feet. But, with Fena over my shoulder and miles of empty space spreading out endlessly below it was the longest drop of my life. I landed with a thud on the back of its scaly expanse, and immediately started rolling to the side.

`Dear God, no.

This wasn’t sky-diving. I had no chord to pull. There was no knotted net ten feet below me ready to break my fall. I was slip-sliding down the back of a cold-blooded terror the size of the Statue of Liberty with nary a spiky protrusion to reach out and hold onto.

My teeth found the gelatinous berm of my lower lip and I bit down until the sharp tang of iron filled my cheeks. Fena slid off my back. I tightened my grip around her palm.

I’m not letting you go.

This was a situation that called for split second thinking. I leapt to my feet and sprinted up the side of the leviathan’s back. As I did so, I slung Fena back over my shoulder. A distant part of me was shook. I shouldn’t be able to do this. No human should. Then again, I was no longer human- I was part wolf king.

Keiju bounced in a sort of log roll up and to my right. I darted over and scooped her up in one arm, trying to focus on how I was going to survive this ordeal and not on how lame I was part wolf king sounded when I internally vocalized it. Svata was up and to my left.

Different shit, same story. In two quick leaps I was by her side. My arm scooped down and intercepted her, and then I was Usain Bolting it up the monster’s scaley sides carrying three sexy spirits like I was walking home from the grocery store.

The ground began to level out as I reached the creature’s central ridge. A flat bony ribbon about the width and length of a park walkway that more likely than not was the area immediately above its spinal cord. Assuming that vertebrates exist in the afterlife. Perhaps death has extinguished the eternal vertebrate-invertebrate split that has so long divided Earthly taxonomy. Perhaps in Purgatory a new taxonomic paradigm has evolved in celebration of more esoteric and difficult to define features such as the capacity to love or dream.

Perhaps I should get my head out of my ass and figure out what the hell is going on.

I glanced up and back and saw the big old ball of heads and hands staring quite gruesomely at us from a safe distance. That made me feel better. Of course, with its blackened, half-melted front side it was difficult to tell if the monster was staring balefully after us, sickened by the escape of its prey, or if it was pondering the intangibles of life, love, and the infinite expanse of eternity.

All of which brought to mind that uniquely human fascination with classification, the inedible need to sort things into tinier and tinier boxes. The leviathan floated on and the ball of head-hands disappeared behind me, never to be seen again.

At least, I hoped not.

“You can set us down now,” Keiju said.

I set Svata and Keiju down. Fena came last. My face tightened, nothing had changed. Svata performed a series of deep lunges that served both to show off her impressive glutes and her acrobatic flexibility. Keiju put one hand on her shoulder and the other on her elbow and lifted it high in the air. Despite my career as a professional athlete, I couldn’t tell you why someone would perform this stretch nor what muscle it was supposed to loosen. That’s not to say I’d never performed the stretch. I’ve done that stretch very frequently. Multiple times a week in fact for years on end.

But none of my coaches had ever volunteered any meaningful information about its function and I’d never cared to ask. It’s astonishing how incurious us humans can be sometimes. I thought about asking Keiju but decided against it. Firstly, because she might not know what muscles the stretch worked and secondly, because if she did it would ruin my streak of ignorance.

I suppose that’s another uniquely human characteristic, this obsession with continuity. Case in point, Snapchat. Svata elbowed me in the ribs.

“Thanks for saving me back there,” she said roughly.

“No problem,” I said.

Keiju stopped her stretches, grabbed my shoulders, and brought my face in for a deep smooch. Her lips snapped against mine and for a second the world was all honeysuckle and strawberries. Then she took a wide step back and the moment was completed.

“You’re welcome too,” I said. My lips twisted into a wry grin.

“Okay, what now?” Keiju said, all business once again.

I shrugged and turned to Svata.

“There are islands floating all around us. We’ll have to take them one by one,” she said.

“Sounds about right,” I said.

Keiju sighed and nodded.

“There are dozens, maybe hundreds of these floating islands. Any one of them could have the next portal, and who knows what monsters are lurking there,” she said.

“Do you have a better plan?” I said.

Keiju’s silence was answer enough.

“I know it’s frustrating for you. It’s frustrating for me too, believe me. But, all we can do is be patient and take it one thing at a time,” Svata said.

So, that’s what we did. I briefly considered walking up to the top of the leviathan to get a better look at its head, but I decided one near death experience was enough. There was no need to tempt fate more than we absolutely had to.

We waited until the floating mammoth passed over a medium sized chunk of floating rock and then we quietly slid down its side. Before I did, I slid Fena back over my shoulders. I hoped we figured something out for her soon. I was getting tired of playing mama monkey. The drop was no more than ten feet or so, and while the landing wasn’t comfortable there weren’t any broken bones. Soft clumps of grass provided a bare cushion for my fall. To my right, Keiju let out a little yelp.

This must be something of a shock for her. Keiju might’ve spent the last couple odd millennia trapped in a haunted forest, but with her fae magic she’d been largely protected from the worst of what the second layer of Purgatory had to offer. Here, with her powers on the fritz, things were a lot more complicated, and painful.

Up ahead of us was a dense wood that climbed towards a series of three mountain peaks. A wisp of grey smoke twirled up from the side of the mountain before dissipating into the painted on sky.

“Did you see that?” I said.

“See what?” Svata said.

She strode forward eagerly, rearing for a fight. I instinctively put my hand out against her waist as if to stop her.

“There was a puff of smoke over there, on the side of the mountain,” I said.

“Could it be a volcanic vent?” Keiju said skeptically.

“No, there’re humans up there,” I said.

The timbre in my voice bespoke a confidence whose origins I couldn’t explain, yet I was 100% certain there could be no other explanation. Someone, or more likely some people, were living on the side of that mountain.

And we had to find them.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Are you sure?” Keiju said, glancing around. “There’s no guarantee that anyone living here has an idea of how to get to the next portal. More likely than not they don’t. After all, if they could, wouldn’t they have gotten there already?”

“It’s not like we have any other options,” I said.

“He’s right. We need to make do with what we have. A puff of smoke is better than nothing, which is what we’re operating on right now,” Svata said.

“I guess so,” Keiju said in a toneless voice.

I glanced sideways at her. I was getting an inkling that the whole losing a good chunk of her magical powers thing might be hitting her harder than she’d let on. Not to mention the transition from being more or less the princess of darkness in a realm she was intimately familiar with to just being another pleb, albeit a fire-casting one, in a realm filled with magical floating chunks of dirt and rock.

I’d have to keep an eye on her.

Svata gently pulled my hand off her waist, before wrapping her hand around mine. She tugged me forward.

“Time to go,” she said.

“No, wait,” Keiju said. “We need to figure this out.”

She gestured towards Fena.

“What do you propose?” I said.

“If we were back in the woods, I might be able to communicate with her. But, as is your healing powers are the best we got,” she said.

“You want me to give it another shot?” I said.

Keiju nodded.

“All right, well here goes nothing,” I said. I closed my eyes and began to meditate. Within minutes, the steady drip-drip-drop of falling water had cleared my mind. I reached out and grabbed hold of the translucent tentacle. Reaching outwards I began to probe around the edges of Fena’s mind. Just as before, I hit up against the concrete edges of her consciousness. This time, I didn’t retreat.

Think, there has to be a way through somehow.

It was a puzzle that I didn’t hold the key to. In frustration, I threw my tendril against the edges of her consciousness. A numbness filled my head. I’d had smoother collisions while tumbling down a mountain slope.

“You have a connection to the dreamland.”

Keiju’s distant words filled my mind’s eye, and then I knew what I had to do. I opened my eyes.

“We’re going to have to put this trip on hiatus. I’m taking a nap,” I said.
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“What the hell do you mean you’re taking a nap?” Svata said. Her fiery hair glowed with a barely suppressed anger. Keiju’s hand shot out and grabbed hold of her wrist.

“No, it’s what needs to be done,” she said. She shot a glance towards me. “It’s the dreamland, isn’t it?”

I nodded gravely.

“What’s that?” Svata said.

“Think of all the universe as a collection of islands sloshing around a great sea. That sea is the dreamland. It permeates existence, and transposes ideas and premonitions from one plane to the next. Some people are born with a special connection to that realm. James is one of those people,” Keiju said.

I flashed back to the dreams I’d had prior to dying. Of me alone in my apartment at night and the home invaders. The helplessness against such overwhelming force. I’d assumed they were a product of stress and fear. Residual trauma from the car accident. But, with everything that had happened since my death, was it unreasonable to think that their origin may lie elsewhere?

That was a question that would have to wait for another time. Now, I had a job to do.

“How does this work?” Svata said.

Skepticism was writ large over her face. I couldn’t blame her, I was grasping at straws here doing something I’d never done before to save a person I didn’t know. First time for everything, right?

“I will be your guide,” Keiju said

“You can access the dreamland?” I said.

“I doubt I’ll be able to fully immerse myself in it such as I could back on my home turf, but I will at least be able to point you in the right direction,” she said.

“Okay, so how do we get started?” I said.

“First, we sleep,” she said.

She grabbed hold of my hand and laid me down with her on the soft high grass. We closed our eyes, and I slowed my breathing. In minutes, we were beyond the purview of waking consciousness.

I was in a dark tunnel that stretched on in an endless infinity. A slim pinprick of light opened up in the distance. I started walking towards it. A hand shot out from the darkness and grabbed hold of my forearm.

“Hey kid, want to buy some drugs?”

I twisted around just in time to see Keiju smirking at me. Behind her shoulder was a red signpost. It looked like it belonged in an anime movie. Two arrows stuck out perpendicular to each other from the pole. One said home while the other said dreamland.

“Come on boy, I can’t take you all the way there, but I’ll do my best,” she said.

“How did you know what drugs were?” I said.

“We’re in the dreamland,” she said, shrugging. “What you know, I know. What I know, you know. Try it.”

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the silver haired girl in front of me. A flood of memories shot through me and suddenly I was transported to a world at the edge of time.

A thin light broke over a mud brick city built at the edges of a broad alluvial plain. Choppy muddy water winds along its Western banks. The sickness has decimated the city. The dead lay heaped in piles along street corners and in stubbled fields.

Inside a small hut built along the Southern outskirts, a mother dies. Her only child, a young maiden too poor to marry soaks a rag in a bucket of water and puts it close to her mouth.

They are poor and live far from the well. She woke before the first light so she could carry the water back in the cool of the morning. Her father died years past in one of the great God-King’s savage expansionary wars. A terrible dread consumed the girl. :She had no other family, no land nor property. Her mother was her last tenuous link to the land of the living.

The mother expired at sunset.

Three days of wailing. Three days of torn hair, ashes, and sackclothes.

On the fourth day, she buried her mother in the patch of dirt behind her hut that her mother kept as a vegetable garden. No more tears left her eyes. A terrible emptiness had opened in her chest, but the time for tears had come and passed and would come no more.

She went to the grand ziggurat that overlooked the city. It towered massive at the Northern edge of the great city. It was as tall as a mountain and easily as wide. Inside worked the priestly caste. They lorded over the grain stores, they distributed alms to the poor, and it was they who controlled the ultimate flow of power within the city.

A wrinkled old man in a white robe met her at the base of the structure. She fell to her knees and kissed his ring.

“Grandfather, I have no family to protect me. I am lost and hungry,” she said.

Wordlessly, he turned and proceeded up the steps. She followed. Two thirds of the way up, he turned onto a wide ledge that wrapped around the side. He ducked into a cool, dark hall. Torches were spaced out at regular intervals.

He led her deep into the ziggurat’s interior before finally stopping at a doorframe with no door. The old man stood off politely to the side. He looked disinterestedly away.

The girl entered the room.

A black robed man sat at an onyx desk. Behind him a broad fireplace roared. His lips twitched into a smile that did not reach his black eyes.

“You have come to beg?” he said.

The girl stood mute.

“Presumably you know how to speak. You look to be of age, so you should also know that the Gods help those who help themselves. The people of the city have no use for beggars and in any case the alms would be wasted on a capable young woman like yourself. No, what you can do is work for your pay. Fortunately for you, the temple priestesses are always on the lookout for new recruits,” the man said.

“Please sir,” the girl said in a small voice. “My mother’s just died and I have no one. I will work for you, but not as a priestess. Give me a position in the field or as a maid.”

The priest stood up and crossed around the desk. He put his hand around the girl’s cheek and began to squeeze. Her mouth tightened like a dried pomegranate.

“It seems beggars can be choosers,” he snarled. “Now listen here you whore, the plague has devastated the sacred sisterhood and with it our coffers. The will of the Gods is not to be abrogated by foolish mortal whims.”

“Please, I’ll go now,” the girl squeaked.

“It’s too late for that,” the man said. “Guards.”

Two deep-chested men clad in beaten copper breastplates and bearing bright tipped spears stepped into the room.

“Take her to the temple prostitutes. Tell the head priestess she’s to be initiated into the fine arts immediately,” he said.

The girl’s face drained white. Her open palm darted out towards the high priest’s face, and then she was clawing at his face, crawling towards his eyes. In an instant, the guards were upon her and then they were tearing her off and out into the hallway. The old man was nowhere to be seen.

“Come along now sweet thing. The sacred sisterhood is nothing to fear. Hell, I’ll be your first customer,” one of the guards said laughing.

The woman increased her struggling, but it was to no avail. The guards were simply too powerful. They marched her down to the end of the hallway and back out through the slender rectangle of light.

That’s when she struck. Darting out like a viper, she kicked back against the guard on her right’s shin. He swore and backed up, breaking his hold on her. The other guard tightened his grip, but that didn’t stop her from jamming the top of her head against his face.

His nose exploded in a fountain of blood. Both hands flew to his face and that was all the opening she needed. Without a moment’s hesitation, she launched herself off the ziggurat and into thin air.

* * *

The even sourceless light lit up the edge of the woods in perfect illumination. Overhead, matte white clouds crinkled in marshmallow chunks. Cicadas hummed and crickets croaked. Svata led us into the cool interior of the darkling forest.
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After everything we’d gone through in level two, this forest should’ve been a relief.

It wasn’t.

Sure, there were no wolves, no golems, and no eternal night, but by God was it boring.

I should’ve been thankful for the boredom, but it was not a pleasant boredom. It was an itchy, scratchy boredom made infinitely worse by the arrival of some microscopic biting insect and what appeared to be a rash inducing species of waxy leafed vine.

To put it more succinctly, I was bored and the forest was waging a low level guerilla campaign against my body.

“Hey Keiju, do you have anything for these bug bites?” I said.

“You should be thankful for the existence of bugs. It means this level hasn’t yet been completely ruined by the arrival of the Pahol or their demon flunkeys,” she said.

“Wow, that makes me feel tons better, and you totally answered my question there,” I said.

Keiju was silent. I knew the real reason she hadn’t answered my question, and I hated being such a sarcastic ass about it, but the bug bites were really starting to make me wish death were a little more permanent in the conventional sense.

“Let me try something,” she said in a low voice.

Then, she began chanting. Her words bounced off the trees in scattering bursts of buckshot echoes. A shiver ran over my skin. My eyes widened. The pain had disappeared completely. More than that, I felt a little cottony cover fold itself over my body like a layer of static electricity. I looked across at Svata. Her expression told me she was experiencing the same thing.

“Thanks, “I said.

“No worries,” Keiju said. She hesitated before she began speaking again. “It seems I’m incapable of changing my form or accessing the realm behind this. That is why I could not fly earlier. Since I experienced my second birth in the Gurbeltza, that is where my power is greatest. Still, it seems I haven’t lost touch with my lesser magic.”

I pulled her close to me and hugged her body against mine. Her heart beat rapidly in her chest, pushing through the thin material of her leotard and into my chest. I held her until her heart began to slow and then we continued our journey.

This forest was downright cool compared to what I’d experienced in the Dardenes. Still, with the ground sloping perpetually upwards it wasn’t long before a light sheen of sweat covered our bodies and the sound of our own breath became the dominant noise.

The undergrowth was thicker here as well, and it wasn’t until Svata stumbled upon what looked like a game trail that we began to make any real progress. Aside from the biting insects, there didn’t appear to be any real fauna in this forest. That didn’t mean much, however. We were moving with all the grace of a herd of blind hippos. If there were any animals around, I didn’t blame them for taking off.

We’d reached the base of one of the mountain peaks we’d seen from the clearing outside the forest. The game trail led up in a winding switchback loop. I puffed out my lungs and got going. With Keiju’s insect repellent, I was actually starting to enjoy the climb.

Something crashed ahead of us. I froze. Crouched in the bushes further up the hillside was a pile of animal hides that looked and smelt like it hadn’t been washed in several generations. I put my hand on Svata’s shoulder. She shot me a questioning look, and I inclined my chin towards the figure. Svata’s eyes widened and she gripped her spear more tightly.

I slowly raised my hand in greeting.

Aaaaand, the pile of unwashed animal skins was sprinting up the hill away from us. That’s no way to make friends. I started up after her, and promptly ran into a clump of gnarly vines that sent me flying forward on my hands and knees. I was up in an instant, but it was already too late. She was gone.

“It’s okay, James. Chasing after her like she’s some sort of wild animal is the last thing you want to do. If she’s a danger to us, we’re better off without her, and if she’s willing to help, it’s better that we make contact on her terms,” Svata said.

“There are more up ahead. I can sense them,” said Keiju.

“Well, isn’t that peachy,” I said.

“Relax, I put a tracking hex on the girl before she left. She’ll lead us straight to their village,” Keiju said.

I turned around to give her a high five. She stared at me blankly for a moment, before I realized that with no human contact in the past several thousand years the gesture probably did not compute for her. I wrapped my other hand around hers and lifted it towards mine. The result was technically satisfying, but emotionally unfulfilling.

“What was that?” she said.

“A high five, it’s a congratulatory thing,” I said.

“What are we congratulating? The hex? Such a small thing merits no celebration,” she said.

I lowered my hand. From here on out, high fives were verboten. Back to the matter at hand.

“Where is she heading?” I said.

“Up the hill,” said Keija.

That’s helpful.

“Why don’t you take the lead on this one Keija. We’ll follow,” I said.

“Very well,” she said.

She took us through about a hundred meters of thick undergrowth. Fortunately, the charm Keiju had put on us was doing a good job of protecting us from

the assorted nasties hiding in the forest undergrowth. Keiju led the way. I followed close behind while Svata brought up the rear. I twirled the cudgel between my fingers. A nervous tic. It was a miracle I’d managed to hold onto it through everything we’d been through.

Keiju stopped.

“Everything okay?” I said.

“I don’t know,” she said hesitantly. “We’ve entered a dead zone.”

“What’s that?” I said, although a sinking feeling in my stomach told me I already knew what it was.

“I’ve lost track of her trail. It’s like, one minute she was here, and the next she was gone,” Keiju said.

Behind me, Svata groaned. Something in Keiju’s voice stopped me in my tracks.

“This isn’t normal, is it?” I asked.

“No, I haven’t ever experienced something like this before,” Keiju said. “It might have something to do with my powers weakening, but I don’t know.”

“We don’t need a magic hex to track the woman,” Svata said boldly. “We can just as easily track her the old fashioned way.”

I glanced back at the former Budak memory processor. She’d always been headstrong, but ever since she’d awoken from her coma she’d gone up to the next level. I’d have to keep an eye on her. The wolf king’s powers had enhanced her as just as well they’d enhanced me, but that didn’t make us superhuman. If we were to get out of this world in one piece, it was imperative we didn’t get too big for our britches.

“No wait, I feel something. It’s not her though, it’s more like a- I don’t know- a void,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

She turned. Her lower lip was bit in deep concentration.

“Something’s sucking in the power that flows through Purgatory like a sinkhole in the Earth,” she said, closing her eyes. She closed her fists tight and hit her thighs while simultaneously letting loose with a high-pitched cry of frustration.

“I can feel it so close. If only I could see it,” she said.

Her violet eyes flashed open. I recoiled at the hot anger shining through her gaze, and then she was turning on her heel and marching deeper into the forest. She didn’t get long, however. Four strides forward and she pulled a Houdini.

I gaped at the area she’d occupied just seconds earlier, then I was sprinting forward through the heavy underbrush. I encountered immediate resistance and my sprint turned into something more like a stumbling, crashing tumble. The sound of Svata’s heavy breathing filled my ears. The ground fell out from under me, and then I was falling down, down into the darkness of the void.
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“So nice of you to visit me. It’s been such a long time since I’ve had any company,” a voice rang out from the darkness.

I tried to stand up, but something like the world’s worst hang over was ringing through my head. I slumped to the floor.

“Who are you? Where are my friends?” I said.

A soft hand reached out and steadied itself against my upper arm.

“I’m here,” Svata whispered. She groaned.

The voice did not reply. I looked up. The outer world was nothing more than a thin pinprick a thousand miles away. How had we managed to fall so far and remain in one piece?

Two pale yellow ovals glowed out from the darkness in front of me.

“Your other friend is back into my office. She entered into negotiations, let us say, prematurely, and now she’s paying the price,” the voice echoed out.

I shot to my feet, and nearly stumbled back to the floor. Mustering every ounce of strength in my body, I brandished my cudgel at the dark.

“Let her go, or I’ll-,” I began.

“You’ll what?” the sharp voice cut me off. I sensed a laugh on its lips, a gush of storm water pressing against the floodgates. “Come now, put the weapon down. You’re only embarrassing yourself.”

I bit my lip. I wasn’t exactly in a position to be making threats here, wherever here was. But that didn’t mean I was going to just stand down and let whoever or whatever was spouting this bullshit get away with taking my girl. I reluctantly put my cudgel on the cave floor. Beside me, Svata followed suit with her spear.

The sound of two hands clapping echoed through the darkness. I gritted my teeth. I’d play by their rules for just as long as I had to, and not a second longer. As soon as Keiju was back in my sights, I was busting us out of whatever this place was.

“Much better, now walk towards the sound of my voice. If you pick up your weapons or try to pull any funny business, just remember that you’re in my house now and your friend has ten fingers and ten toes, which in my opinion is just a smidgeon too many,” the voice said.

My heart fluttered.

“We’re not going to try anything,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice level.

The black stared back at us, mute and eternal.

We started off into the darkness.

* * *

Swathed in shadows, it was impossible to tell how long or how far we traveled. Still, it had to be quite a distance and after a while I got the impression that maybe this cave was a bit longer than the floating island we’d landed on. How that was possible, I couldn’t tell you.

But then again none of this should’ve been technically possible. That’s life in the afterlife for you. The voice didn’t reappear, which I optimistically took as a sign that we were on the right track. Svata didn’t say anything, and for that I was grateful. With everything going on, I desperately needed some quiet time.

With everything that’d gone on in the past, well, since before I’d even died, I felt a little overwhelmed. Okay, more than a little overwhelmed. Since an early age I’d conditioned myself to be the tough guy, the guy who gave more than he got. And I’d succeeded far beyond my wildest dreams. I’d propelled myself up the ladder, going from an orphan to an Olympic athlete. Sure, I’d gotten some help along the way. Who hadn’t? That didn’t take away the long hours on the slopes, the grueling hours I’d spent tearing my body apart and rebuilding it piece by piece. The ripping away of the flaccid and the tediously agonizing process of preparing myself to handle the cold, the stress, the G-shock, and the crushing pressures of competition.

Now, I had a new type of competition. Something more than equal to the fury of the slopes. Something that wanted to harm me and my own. Keiju might be a relative newcomer into my life, but that made her none the less valuable. I’d never been in the business of leaving people behind, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to start now.

A glow flickered through the cavern. I blinked. My eyes begged for mercy. After so long in the pitch blackness of wherever the hell we’d been, this was torture on my pupils.

I forced myself to take in this new challenge.

We were in a warehouse, or what looked like the lonely, abandoned cousin to a warehouse. Grey wire metal shelves shot up six or seven deep, stopping just above my head. Old wooden step ladders that looked like they’d been purchased at a military surplus depot from the 1940s dotted the floor. A series of long, tubular sodium vapor lights bathed the room in a soft piss yellow lighting. Sitting on a high wire reinforced stool was something that looked like a cross between a viper and a man.

His sleek black scales shone with a plastic artificiality. A smile split his face. It did not reach his eyes, thin black Saruman slit pupils floating in a bath of lime green. I wanted to sprint across the room and launch a flying kick directly into its throat, purely on principle.

I refrained. For Keiju’s sake.

But, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be visiting an ass-kicking on him in the near future. They were simply going on temporary hiatus.

“Where’s Keiju?” I said.

“It’s nice to meet you as well. You must be James, I’ve heard so much about you. Is it true you killed Azoth? Can’t blame you, old bugger was getting to be a chore. Gluttony is the forgotten sin. You can’t believe how many millions have crowded the Dardenes of late, victims of that obnoxious disease. Where are my manners? I’m Rastik,” he said.

He adjusted his tie, a rich red silk that stood out like an exclamation point over a creamy shirt that expertly followed the sharp contours of his narrow framed body. He got up with a start and walked forward, extending his hand.

It took everything in my power to meet his grip. It was dry, scaly, and unpleasantly lukewarm. Sharp claws played along the bottom of my palm, a teasing reminder that he didn’t need a weapon, because his body was a weapon. The bastard could gut me without a moment’s thought.

One drop. Two drops. Three drops, four.

I met his gaze. We parted hands. He returned to his stool, and slung half his body on its top and half on the floor.

“I can’t say I know what happened to Azoth. Our dinner plans fell through after someone shoved a stick of TnT right up his fat ass,” I growled.

Svata shot me a look, but didn’t correct me. Rastik clapped his hands, a look of genuine merriment spread over his face.

“Well, I will have to save my congratulations for another day it seems. Still, I do so enjoy hearing you rhapsodize about our dearly departed friend,” he said. His smile broadened and his pupils narrowed. “Let’s talk turkey. I have something you want, and you have something I want. Perhaps we can make a mutually agreeable trade.”

“And what is it that you want?” Svata said.

Rastik’s tongue flicked out and licked his upper lips.

“Nothing much, I am but a simple serpent after all. Your soul would be a sufficient price for your much loved fae,” he said.

Svata reached out and gripped my hand tightly.

“No way in Hell,” she said.

Rastik lifted his hands in the air, the universal symbol for ‘hey, calm down man.’

“Now, Hell isn’t necessarily where he’d end up. Modern industry has found a surprising number of uses for the soul. We live and operate in a market based economy after all. His soul would go to the highest bidder, whether that be God, Lucifer, or an industrial glue manufacturer,” he said.

“Where is Keiju?” I said.

“Ah, a man who knows what he wants,” said Rastik. He rubbed his hands together, while a slender split-tongue darted between his lips. I forced myself to keep looking. Every moment, every action was pivotal. If I made a single wrong move, it would be over for all of us. Eternally, finally, over.

His hands parted and clapped twice. Twin, neat movements.

Keiju popped into being. I stifled back a gasp. Svata wasn’t so successful. Not that I blamed her.

Keiju hovered in the air, her body encapsulated in a spiky blue crystal.

“What have you done to her?” I said.

“Don’t get your panties in a twist. She hasn’t been harmed, yet,” Rastik said. His lips curled down, revealing twin ivory fangs curved like daggers.

I measured the distance with my eyes from where I stood to Rastik. I didn’t like the look of his fangs, but with my enhanced speed and strength I think I stood a shot at landing a solid kick before he would be able to respond.

A blistering green haze grazed the side of my face and dissolved against the far wall with a sizzle. Then I was falling towards the floor as Rastik’s sleek black snake’s head exploded in a burst of puke green energy.

A hand tugged heavily against mine.

“Move,” Svata said.

I didn’t need any more motivation than that. In a flash, I was on my feet and shooting for the shelves. Another blast of energy flared behind me. I winced as all of the hairs on the back of my neck singed out of existence.

Back behind the wire metal shelves, we darted from shadow to shadow. Steady, deliberate footfalls echoed off the cavern walls and for a moment I was transported back into my dream.

Heavy beads of cold sweat slid down my brow, while a million thoughts raced through my mind.

Strength through discipline.

I swallowed back my fear and flattened the convulsing surfaces of my mind. I’d die if I kept this shit up. An infinite blankness filled me. A bead of water dripped into the black pool.

One drop, two drops, three drops, four.

The footsteps stopped and heavy breathing filled the air. There were at least two of them, of that I’m sure.

Think, how can you get out of this? Where can I find a weapon?

I glanced over around and felt like slapping myself. We were in a warehouse. Holding my breath, I swept my eyes over the nearest shelf. It was filled with junk and doodads, old talismans and complex silvery machines. A bow made from a single curved antler caught my vision. Behind it was a leather satchel filled with white goose fletched feathers.. I reached out and grabbed hold of it. The word Khryselakatos was etched on the side I glanced to my side. Svata hadn’t lost any time either, having grabbed hold of a seven foot long ashen spear with a wicked looking bone tip.

Great, so we were armed. Now what? Whoever had just friend Rastik had some sort of plasma ray. Who said Purgatory was fair?

“We weren’t aware Rastik was taking on new customers,” a scratchy voice said with a laugh. “Bad luck on your part, but that’s the way it goes sometimes. Come out now and your second death will be swift and painless. Be warned, if you make this hard for us, we will make things very, very hard for you.”

A chill went up my spine. I nocked an arrow in the bow, and bent low to the ground. Peeking out between the shelves, I made out the lower halves of two men dressed in charcoal grey, pencil thin slacks. One held what looked like a futuristic supersoaker loosely against his right thigh.

My field of vision was constrained to no more than a few inches. What I would give for just a little more space. Just enough to snap an arrow through the gap. I wasn’t a champion archer by any stretch of the imagination, but having briefly dated a Korean gold medalist in the sport, I’d received enough training to consider myself proficient with a bow and arrow.

Svata’s hand reached down and squeezed mine. My eyes met hers. I read fear and courage and a fierce desperation. In spite of everything that was going on around us, I cracked a smile.

Ever since our first meeting in the swamps of the Dardenes, she’d impressed me in a way that no other woman has with her bravery and ferocity. If there was anyone I wanted to have my back, it was her. She tapped her forefinger against my shoulder before gesturing towards the end of the row. Then she inclined her head towards the opposite end. The implication was clear. We’d flank the bastards and, God willing, catch them in a sneak attack.

I crept to the end of the row. Svata reached her end at about the same time. We exchanged glances. Svata lifted my hand with three fingers outstretched and began to count down as I nocked and partially drew back an arrow.

Three, two, one.

We burst around the corners at the same time. A ghoulish green Pahol face came into focus. Harsh reptilian eyes met mine and his gun swung up from his hip with a practiced fluid grace.

It was too late. The edge of the arrow grazed my cheek and then it was torpedoing outwards. A muffled shriek exited the Pahol’s mouth as the arrow caught in his eye socket and then he was slumping forward onto the hard floor. As he fell, his finger slipped around the trigger and a burst of blazing green plasma sank into the ground.

A sizzling hiss rose up from the dissolved Earth. As all of this was taking place, Svata emerged from her end of the shelf. The other Pahol was better prepared. The click of his rifle sounded and a blast of lime green gas shot across the room towards the area where Svata’s body had so recently occupied space.

But, it was already too late.

She’d dropped to one knee as the rifle clicked and like a champion javelin thrower she’d sent the long bone tipped spear hurtling through space. It passed the burning plasma in a brief moment of parallel symmetry and then its flight was abruptly arrested by the Pahol’s belly.

A soft oomph left his lips and he slumped forward onto his knees. A trickle of blood emerged from his scaly green lips, and then he fell face forward onto the ground. I nocked another arrow and walked cautiously towards the duo. Svata followed my lead. The one with a spear in his gut looked to be gone, baby gone, and from a distance it looked as though his compatriot was also.

As I got closer, I noticed a slight rise and fall in his torso. Not wanting to touch the demon’s body, I kicked him onto his back. I wrinkled my forehead. He was even uglier close up, a feat I scarcely believed possible.

Muffled breathing slipped out from between his lips. How he was still alive was beyond me. His good eye fixed itself on me. A baleful aurora shone from his gaze.

“I see you,” he gasped. “I see you.”

“Yeah, I see you too, and I can’t say I like what I see. Have you ever heard of exfoliating?” I said.

“You will die a painful death. I lay a curse on you and that whore. My people will return and they will avenge me. They will mete out a pain and punishment such as you’ve never experienced in your life. By the sword of Morgath-”

His little spiel cut off there as his head dissolved into a puddle of nothing. Svata was holding a plasma rifle, and boy did she look mad.

“Thanks for that, I was getting tired of the yabbering,” I said.

Her eyes found mine. They were hard, flinty warrior’s eyes.

“What are they doing here?” she said.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I said.

My eyes widened as the rifle faded from her hands. The bodies went with it, slowly losing their corporeality until they were nothing more than two thin ghosts. Then they were gone, winked out of existence.

I shook my head. First Fena, now this. Purgatory had a real hard on for the Houdini act. Back to business.

“How do you propose we get Keiju out of her crystal cage?” I said.

Svata plucked the spear from the ground. At least that hadn’t disappeared. Then, she stalked back over to the front of the room. I picked up my arrow and followed close behind. No way was I missing this.

Without hesitation, Svata walked right up to Keiju’s prison and with a single swack of her bone tipped spear, she sent it crashing heavily against the side of the crystal. A fault line appeared in the blue casing, a delicate hairline fracture that grew and multiplied until it was a spreading tree of infinitely breaking lines.

As one the crystal shattered, and Keiju came tumbling out towards the floor. I leapt forward and caught her just in time. My arms wrapped around her soft flesh, and then I was holding her close to my body. Her muscles tensed, then relaxed against me. Her eyelids fluttered open.

“What happened?” she said.

“You were in danger. Now you’re not,” I replied.
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We didn’t know where we were. We didn’t know how we got here. We didn’t know how to get out.

So far we were three for three, and doing just fine thank you very much. Sure, we were locked inside a demonic warehouse that had recently hosted the corpses of two Paholian plasma wielding gangsters, to say nothing of the jet black pit viper in the used car salesman’s tie who was still slumped over his stool sans head. But, hey, we had each other and at the end of the day that was all that mattered.

I thought about picking over the shelves a bit more, but given everything that’d gone on today I thought it was for the best that we make like a banana and peel. As it turns out, that was easier said than done.

Like way easier than I thought.

Just beyond the last shelf was an ovalish hole drilled into the wall. A pale light emanated through it and into the warehouse cavern- warecavern? Is that what warehouses transformed into on full moons? I had to double up to get inside, and it went on for far longer than I would’ve liked. But, I was used to the discomfort by now, and after our little ordeal in the Chamberpot of Secrets, I would’ve gone through a lot worse to feel the open air against my skin again.

The light grew brighter and brighter and then we were thankfully, miraculously out and back in the land of the living. We’d exited onto a small ledge that was high up on the mountain.

That shouldn’t have been possible. We’d fallen down a long hole near the base of the mountain before traveling straight out towards the edge of nothing. I had a feeling that like so much else in Purgatory, Rastik’s depot didn’t exist in perfect congruence with its surroundings.

I turned around. Svata and Keiju exited after me with Svata bringing up the rear. As she exited the cavern, the rock walls melted down and formed seamlessly up with the floor, erasing the blackness of the cave and making it seem as though it’d never been there to begin with.

I took in our surroundings. The ledge we were on was short, jutting out no more than a few yards before terminating in a sheer drop. To the left was a similar story, while to the right was a narrow goat path that would honestly make most goats puke in fright.

“So, I guess this is how we’re getting down,” I said.

“I do not like it, James,” Svata said.

“Yeah, welcome to the club,” I grunted in reply.

Keiju stepped forward, her narrow features lit up with excitement.

“I will go first,” she said.

. My heart caught in my throat as she gingerly stepped forward onto the narrow ledge For a second, I thought she would tumble off the edge. But, then she righted herself. Her arms ambled out with a gymnast’s clumsy grace and she shot forward at a brisk clip.

My eyebrows lifted until they were brushing up against the base of my hairline. That girl had some tricks up her sleeve. I hastened to copy her, although my attempt was far less graceful.

Such is life.

Svata started in behind me. I glanced back just once. Her face was frozen, a still mask of concentration. My foot wobbled and the reality of me being several hundred feet up a sheer mountain face shot through my heart like a clutch of daggers. My breath caught in my throat, and my eyes drilled back into Keiju’s backside.

Her flying powers would really come in handy right about now. We continued to walk, each step a study in fear and then the ledge gradually began to broaden until it became something like a plateau. Trees dotted the pathway, less thickly set at this high altitude. The ground was thankfully clear of the thick underbrush that’d so hindered our progress earlier in the day.

The ordeal in the cavern had left me sluggish. So, when the first warrior stepped around a tree trunk with an arrow pointed directly at my head, it took me a moment to process what exactly the hell was going on.

By then it was too late. A group of fur wearing savages overhead had already dropped the net over our heads and we were trapped. I tried to bring my bow up, and I was promptly rewarded for my efforts with a heavy thunk to the back. The air flew from my lungs, and I slunk to my knees.

So much for that plan.

I looked up and came face to face with a mass of squiggling blue lines. I squinted and upon closer inspection realized that:

This was face paint, and on a related note

The face paint was covering up the face of a very pretty young woman.

Under more normal circumstances, scratch that, there were no normal circumstances for that kind of war paint. Not that I had much time to ponder these scintillating details. A collection of wooly women had taken hold of the sides of the netting and they were in the process of tangling us up in its center. The bow flew out from my hand and there was only one thing left to do.

“Keiju, blast them with fire,” I hissed.

“No,” Keiju said in a cold, clear voice.

Which was surprising that she could manage even that, given that we were in the process of being tumbled head over heel in a tight web of crudely wound netting which frankly hurt when it dug into my skin. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Rather, I’m merely reporting the facts as I see them.

And right now I’m seeing a lot of rope burn in my immediate future.

“Why not?” I hissed.

“Because they’ve taken the trouble to capture us alive for a reason, and I’d like to find out what that reason is,” she hissed back.

By this point we were laying face down in the dirt, and all of this hissing was only causing me to swallow greater and greater mouthfuls of moss. Keiju made a solid point and I decided it would behoove me to concede the point to her.

So, I did.

“No talking.”

A small hand slapped against the back of my head. I tried to crane my head back to look at my assailant, but the netting that’d twisted around my neck and head stopped me dead in my tracks. Oh well. By the sound of her voice, she was young and more likely than not pretty. That somehow lessened the already not very considerable pain.

Fortunately, they didn’t have to drag us far. Their main camp was about 200 yards from the ambush point. I guess that’s why they’d set up the ambush in the first place. Their spies would’ve seen us coming from a mile away when we were making our way around the mountainside.

Their village hardly deserved the moniker. A small collection of reed thatched huts ringed an open fire. Scattered villagers rose to their feet as we passed the outer huts. Just as before, they were all women. The youngest seemed to be in their early twenties, while the oldest were no more than a puddle of wrinkles and white hair. Based on the gawping, I gathered they hadn’t seen outsiders of either gender in a good long time.

I sure hope Keiju knew what she was doing.

The war party dumped us on the ground beside the fire. A slender young brunette came around to the front. In her hand she held a short war club that terminated in a heavy iron ball. A layer of frost wrapped around my heart. She might have the face of an angel, but that weapon looked like it could deal some serious damage. And with me being wrapped up in a thick layer of netting, I didn’t like my odds.

“Why have you invaded our homeland,” she said.

Her words were tough, but her voice was soft. Intelligent grey-green eyes flickered across my companions and I. I cleared my throat to speak. Everything was riding on this.

“We apologize for any offense we’ve caused to you and your kind, but we did not come here to make war,” Svata said.

“What is the purpose of your visit then?” the woman said.

“Do you remember where you are? Do you remember what the purpose of this place is? This land is not yours, we are transients. All of us,” said Svata. “I am from the Dardenes, and I’ve here to escape to the last level of Purgatory.”

“It’s been a long time since anyone new has entered Badala,” the woman said uncertainly.

No shit, you’ve only told us that about 500 times already, I thought.

I tried to turn my thinking to a more positive direction, but it was difficult. We had a job to do, and these neolithic sorority sisters were seriously cramping our vibe.

“A demon by the name of Azoth had taken over the Dardenes. He is dead now. We are the first of many, expect more,” Svata said.

The brunette twirled her war club from hand to hand. A nervous tic if I ever saw one. She obviously was having a hard time processing this new information. Curiosity got the better of me and I opened my mouth to ask the female Attila a question.

“Why haven’t you ascended to the next layer of Purgatory yet?” I said.

“Next layer, there is no next layer,” she said, laughing bitterly. “For aeons, we’ve launched expedition after expedition. We’ve scoured every square inch of this godforsaken realm, and no one has yet to discover so much as the violet asshole of a portal.”

“It’s here, it has to be,” Keiju said.

Our interlocutor’s eyes flickered over to the silver haired fae, and for the first time something approaching a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

“You’re not like the others. You’re magic sensitive,” she said.

“I am fae, yes,” Keiju said stiffly.

The brunette clapped her hands together in delight.

“Excellent, you will lead us to the portal then,” she said.

Keiju frowned, and began to speak. All that came out was an ouch. She shot daggers at me with her eyes, and I loosened the death grip I’d formed around her hand.

“Yes, my friends and I would love to lead you up to the fourth layer of Purgatory. However, we’ve recently had a bit of an ordeal. Would you mind freeing us from this net. My companions and I will also need a private area to confer for our plans,” Keiju said.

“I will not allow it,” a new voice joined the fray.

A raven haired beauty in her early thirties stomped around the edge of the netting and entered my field of vision. Her black eyes set against her porcelain skin gave her a China doll beauty. An aurora of apoplectic rage surrounded her.

“It is not your decision to make Marie,” the brunette said. “We must do what is for the good of our people.”

“We’ve survived for as long as we have by being cautious. Accepting these strangers into our camp, let alone a man,” she spat out the word like a curse, “will bring disaster on us all. We’ve survived and prospered as long as we have because we’ve isolated ourselves.”

“It was hardly a choice,” the brunette said, laughing harshly. “Sure, at first it might’ve been. But, when was the last time you saw an outsider? With the way time passes unchanging in this eternal broom closet, I can’t be sure. But, I can tell you it’s been a very, very long time.”

A small voice interjected.

“She’s right, we can’t keep on like this forever. We must try it, even if it means our doom. Salvation must be attained at any cost. We cannot continue on in this way anymore.”

An old crone stepped forward. Her silvery grey hair had been neatly plaited into a long cord that added to her regal bearing. Murmurs of affirmation started to drift in from the small crowd that’d gathered around us.

Marie’s black eyes narrowed.

“Very well, but the doom you cast down will be upon your own head,” she said. With that Marie turned away and walked into the forest.

The brunette watched her stomp off. A troubled expression crossed her face, but when she turned back her face was a blank slate.

“Right, well let’s get you out of these ropes then,” she said.

Moving forward as one, a team of the female warriors undid the tangle that covered our bodies with a surprisingly deft touch. In no time at all, we were out of the net and back on our feet.

“My name is Huora,” said the brunette.

“Nice to meet you. I’m James,” I said, extending one hand.

She side-eyed my hand curiously. Right, she’d lived and died thousands of years before this particular societal custom was adopted. I retracted my hand.

“You can plan in here,” she gestured to a large hut nearby. “It should be unoccupied. We use it for meetings.”

“Right, sounds good. Thank you,” I said, nodding stiffly.

She returned the nod, a playful smile flickering across her face. She hadn’t dropped the mace, and in the low even light it reflected a dull, dangerous gleam in stark contrast to her graceful form.

We shuffled into the hut and closed the door. Svata immediately strode across the room and collapsed against a low couch that was propped up against the far wall.

“Just what we needed, another complication,” she moaned.

“This is good. It’s an opportunity,” said Keiju. “This way we’ll be able to help more lost souls find freedom.”

“We have no clue where the next portal is,” I said. A crushing tiredness ran through my body. “Scooch over,” I said as I made my way towards the couch. Svata wordlessly moved to the far side.

I peered over at her scarlet hair and fierce eyes, and my memory turned to our adventures thus far: our fight in the swamp and our tempestuous assault on Azoth’s manor. Our fight with the wolf king and the lengths I’d gone to bring her back. Our encounter with Rastik and our assault on the Pahol gangsters.

I turned and kissed her. Her lips met mine in a blaze of pure ecstasy. A current of electricity ran through her to me, and I shivered. My hand reached around to her lower back and then down to her ass. Her soft flesh sank into my grip.

I pulled my head back, and pushed it against the side of her neck. My lips brushed against her soft skin and she let out a gentle moan. Two new hands reached over and caressed the sides of my cheeks. I shivered. Keiju had officially joined the party.

I turned and planted my lips against hers. The familiar scent of perfume and burnt sugar filled my nostrils. I collapsed into her. Her hands searched along my back, grabbing and caressing great expanses of skin. I twisted my head around and ran my lips down from the nape of her neck to her breasts and then further. The heady scent of sex filled me, and then I was gasping with pleasure as I neared her most secret places.

All of the frustration, angst, fear and danger from the past few days collided in a maelstrom and then our clothes were puddled on the ground around our ankles and four palms were planted against the wall, two round asses wiggled invitingly towards me.

I came up behind Svata first. Her breathing was hot and rough.

“Take me, James. Take all of me,” she said, without turning around.

I took the tip of my fat cock and pressed it against the outer edges of her pussy lips. Her entire body shivered with delight. I let my cock run up and down her most secret places, a teasing pleasure. Svata clawed at the wattled sides of the hut. A muffled chorus of moans flew from her mouth and then I could resist her charms no more.

I gasped. She was. So. Fucking. Wet. I slipped inside of her with nary a hint of resistance and then I was rocketing back and forth through her wetness.

“Oh fuck yes,” Svata said. “Give it to me. Harder, deeper. God, yes, yes, yes.”

Surges of wicked pleasure flowed up through my cock as my hips shot back and forth in a frantic pulsing rhythm. Her tight pussy convulsed around my manhood and then she was pushing her generous ass back against me, swallowing me up- taking every last fucking centimeter of my big cock.

I bit my lip. Vast waves of pleasures rose over me, and it was taking everything in my power not to capsize under their heft. Svata collapsed in a sweaty puddle of moaning ecstasy and then I was on to my next prize.

Keiju looked beautiful in profile. Enough of her eyes were visible that I could see the hot anticipation gleaming off of her irises. I moved in behind her and plunged in. This time I didn’t waste any time with teasing caresses. Keiju’s tender lips parted eagerly as I slipped within her slick pussy walls. Her round ass bobbed out invitingly, and I let my hand fall with a vigorous slap.

She moaned heavily.

Then, I was pushing deep, deep inside of her. I let my shaft slip all the way up until I could go no further. I slowly slid down, a violinist releasing a particularly aching note of pleasure. Her ragged breathing bore witness to the pleasure she felt. I lightly grabbed hold of her neck and twisted her head towards mine as I simultaneously brought my body in close.

We met in a kiss. Her lips were an explosion of pleasure. Pleasure brimmed over in my body. I couldn’t get enough of her. Lavender and vanilla swirled in her breath. Her fast moving tongue slid against mine, twining and twirling in heady expressions of lust.

After what seemed like an eternity, I pulled back and resumed my thrusting. We worked in a sensuous harmony. Her ass pushing back against my crotch as I simultaneously thrust up. The sight of her tight round ass grinding against my crotch was almost too much to bear. I reached down and laid a heavy slap across her tight flesh. She released a heady gasp.

The pressure was mounting. I would need release soon, but not before she came. The frantic pace of her breathing told me she was on the edge, but I needed to take her beyond that place. Finally, in desperation I thrust deeply upwards. Her tight pussy walls contracted even further and then I could feel her coming.

And just in time.

The dam broke a moment later and I was spurting hot buckets of cum deep into her body.

We all slumped onto the bench. Three hot, naked bodies exhausted, but happy. I looked across the simple room, lightened by a new clarity of purpose. All of the stressful distractions of the afterlife had disappeared, burned off in the radiant sunlight of our pleasure.
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“It’s simple really. The portal must be hidden, there can be no other explanation. That means we must find it,” Keiju said.

“Fantastic train of deduction Watson,” I said.

We’d dressed sometime before, and we’d spent the past half hour bouncing ideas off the wall. Keiju paced up and down the hut, while Svata sat slung across my lap. The warmth of her body was a poignant reminder of our recent frolicking.

Keiju crinkled her eyes, unsure if I was being sarcastic. She took a deep breath and plowed on.

“James, when you defeated the golem, you should’ve received extra powers. He was connected to Purgatory in much the same way as the wolf king or the leeches,” Keiju said.

“So, now I can turn big and ugly and ask dumb questions? I’m not sure how that helps us,” I said.

“Don’t be an ass. The golem was obsessed with riddles, and we’re facing down quite the riddle right now,” said Svata.

“Exactly,” Keiju said, brightening.

“So, how am I supposed to do this?” I said.

“The same way that you accessed your healing and night vision powers. All you have to do is close your eyes and meditate. Focus on your powers,” Keiju said.

“All right, give me some space,” I said.

Svata slid off my lap. I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing.

The door slammed open.

“You have to come right away,” Huora said, breathing frantically. “We’re under attack.”

My eyes fluttered open.

“By whom?” Keiju said.

“A tribe of cyclopedes has been spotted on the hillside. They’ve already slain several of our forward scouts. They’ll be upon us in minutes,” she said.

“Is a cyclopede a monster with a lot of heads?” I said.

I felt something sink in my stomach as Huora nodded furiously.

Great, so we got to meet big, fat and ugly’s retarded cousins. I leaned over and grabbed my bow from the side of the wall. Svata clutched her spear, and Keiju, well with her fire magic, she wouldn’t need much in the way of weaponry.

We rushed outside. All of the blood drained from my face. A distant tattoo was beating against the Earth. It sounded like a thousand marching feet falling heavily over the ground in a rhythmic chatter.

“How many are there?” I said.

“At least a dozen,” Huora said.

I bit my lower lip, remembering the trouble that single cyclopede had given us. A dozen would overwhelm us.

“We have to go,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Huora said.

“We have to run. We can rebuild your camp and live to fight another day,” I said.

“We can’t,” Huora said. “So many of the camp members are old and feeble. It would be a slaughter and a sacrifice. I won’t do it.”

I glanced at my girls. Svata’s eyebrows rose. She’d never been one to run away from a challenge before. Keiju reached out and squeezed my palm.

“Very well,” I said. “We’ll stay and fight. Where are your warriors?”

Huora inclined her head towards a copse of trees just ahead of the encampment. “They’ve hidden themselves high in the branches. The cyclopedes won’t be long fooled for their sense of smell is strong, but it might buy us enough time and space to launch an ambush.”

“Let’s go,” I said.

We took off towards the stand of trees. I ran with a long loping stride. With my girls by my side, I felt like I could take on the world. Which, coincidentally, is a lot like what the cyclopedes felt like right now.

The tempo of the cyclopedes footfalls increased and I increased my pace. Svata overtook me as we reached the copse. She sprinted towards a large, central tree and sprung cat-like up its branches until she was buried high in the canopy overhead. I followed suit, with Keiju and Huora coming up close behind.

We buried ourselves in the spreading branches. I found a crook in the tree that allowed for a solid sight downwards, and I took up position. Nocking an arrow into Khryselakatos, I focused all of my heightened senses on the forest floor. The smooth antler grip fit comfortably in my palm.

Dripping water: one, two, three, four.

The first cyclopede bounded into the forest with all the grace of a derailed freight train. I was surprised it managed to stay upright. A thousand curling, shrieking tongues blasted apart the peace of the forest floor.

A greyling corpse face peered up into the tree cover. Its hooked nose twisted and flared. Two hate filled brown eyes found mine, and then a piercing scream filled the forest floor as my arrow thudded heavily into the creature’s monstrous visage.

The air filled with the hiss of a dozen rushing darts and more monstrous faces dissolved into a mass of bright misting blood and exposed bone. The cyclopede roared in agonized frustration. I took aim and fired again and again.

The creature roared and bull-rushed the tree. Its heaving body slammed headlong against its massive trunk. A great heaving shake convulsed the tree, and I almost slipped from my branch.

The cyclopede took a few steps back. One of its ugly heads reared back and flashed a wicked smile my way. Its eyes shone with a vacant malevance, and if that creature had ever possessed human intelligence, it was long absent now.

It toddled back on its centipede feet, and then it rushed forward for a second tackle. There was no time to let loose with another arrow. All I could do was cling tightly to the branch I was laying on and hope for the best. The creature collided headlong with the tree and the branch I was clinging tight to rose like a wave. For a dim second I felt my consciousness fall back as air flew in beneath me, and then I was falling below the bough.

I reached out and caught hold of a reaching branch with one hand. In the other hand, I clutched my bow. I was hanging like a dead man from the scaffold. I didn’t have the strength to pull myself up one handed.

The cyclopede turned towards me. Its many eyes lit up with an animal delight. My insides transformed into a puddle of fear. I let go of the bow and frantically stretched up to grab hold of the branch with my other hand. If I could only get both of my hands around that branch, I’d be able to pull myself up.

The cyclopede was advancing on me now. A snarling, snapping wolf. Its teeth gnashed in a simulacrum of human activity. It was directly below me now and fear coursed through my body.

Svata slipped silently from her branch and landed in a crouch behind the many-headed monstrosity. It froze. Svata stood up and braced her spear against the ground.

“Come and get you ugly bastard,” she growled.

The cyclopede didn’t need to turn around. With so many heads and so many legs, it was a trivial matter for it to toddle in any which direction. Which meant he was toddling directly towards Svata now. I let go of the branch and dropped down directly behind it.

With my wolf king durability the drop was trivial, and then I had my bow in hand. In an instant I had an arrow nocked and then I was firing dart after stinging dart into the great bastard’s many heads.

It slowed as if it couldn’t decide which of us to go after first. Svata darted forward and sank her spear deeply into an empty patch of flesh between a face and a reaching arm. A sharp shriek cascaded through the forest air, but it was not the only pained sound we heard. More cries echoed through the copse as the other cyclopedes fell prey to the villagers ambush. The flailing limb grabbed hold of the spear and began a desperate game of tug of war with Svata. I took the opportunity to sink in a few more choice arrows.

Svata’s face hardened into a mask of concentration.

“Get clear of it,” an exasperated voice called from the tree cover.

I looked up and saw Keiju kneeling in a branch directly overhead. Her hands were outstretched towards the cyclopede. Oh shit. I sprinted around the flailing monster and grabbed hold of Svata’s shaft. With my weight behind it, we wrested the weapon free from the stinking monster.

It slipped out with a satisfying pop that sent us both flying. We collapsed in a puddle at the base of the big tree we’d climbed up and that the monster had so recently spent his spare time headbutting.

The cyclopede was a mess. Scores of bloody wounds dotted its body. It stumbled forward, a menacing two steps on its many legs and then it was consumed in a great pillar of fire.

I watched in fascination as the ogre’s body tore apart into its constituent elements. A crinkling, crackling skeleton glowed and burst apart. Its flesh cracked and burned, then it was pitching forward onto its knees.

Great flakes of flesh fell from its mountainous form and dissolved into ashes. The flames let up, and I was left facing a blackened carcass. It swung and seemed to stabilize, the sneers of its many faces barely visible through the curtain of black ash. Then it dissipated into a cloud of dust.

From dust to dust, from nothingness to nothingness. So it has always been, so it will always be.

More screams sounded from further in the forest. Through the trees I made out the faint outline of Marie fending off two cyclopedes. She was armed with a lance and when one advanced she’d ward it back. But, then the other would flank her. She was being driven steadily backwards, and with each flanking maneuver the two were coming closer and closer.

Soon, they’d be upon her and it would be too late. I picked up my bow and charged forward. There was still too much space between us. Too many obstacles. If I could only get close enough.

Something hit me with the force of a semi-truck. I shot backwards on my ass and skidded across the soft grass. Twisting around on my back, I saw a cyclopede not a dozen feet away. Several dozen leering eyes peered down at me. A greyish tongue reached out and lapped corpse lips.

I fumbled for my bow, and struggled into a sitting position. It let loose with an inhuman roar as it prepared to charge me. Then the light changed.

It lowered and lightened into an unearthly shade of lime green. A hush fell over the forest. It felt as if all of the oxygen was sucked out from the air. The wind blew soft then sweeping over the copse. Bright ribbons of light emanated from the aether, swirling and twisting together with an angelic grace.

A glowing figure appeared in the clearing. My heart caught in my throat. It was Fena. Her nude form was stunning in the gentle light. I traced the outline of her heart shaped ass, her generous flowing curves, and supple skin. Her eyes glowed with a commanding rage.

The cyclopede growled uncertainly and took a step forward. Fena’s eyes flashed and the cyclopede stumbled backwards shrieking. Its eyes expanded like a million pustule balloons and then they burst like overcooked eggs.

A flurry of vines shot up from the ground and wrapped themselves around the cyclopede, a waving forest of searching tentacles. The cyclopede struggled, its scores of dirty hands pushing against the tearing, thorny vines. Its heavy body crushed low to the ground.

I looked across the copse and saw the same process play out again and again across my field of vision. I was reminded of nothing so much as a collection of flies caught in a spider’s web.

Her work completed, Fena twisted silently on her toes in a robotic pirouette. Her eyes stared into mine. They flashed with a terrible electricity.

Her body exploded in a flash of brilliance, and then she was lying crumpled in a heap on the ground. The magical glow had left her skin, and she was no more than a normal looking woman.

I hurried to her side and knelt beside her. I put my hand on her shoulder. Warm flesh pulsed beneath my fingertips. She looked up. Her electric blue eyes met mine.

“James, it’s so good to see you again,” she said.

“You don’t know how good it is to see you too,” I said.

I helped her to her feet and we embraced. Her naked body writhed comfortably under mine, and memories of our tryst in the dreamland flooded my mind.

I parted from her, and squeezed her hand tight.

“Let’s get you in some clothes, and then we’ll have a pow-wow, okay?” I said.

“Sounds good,” she said. She leaned closer to my ear and continued in a whisper, “But, what’s the point of putting on clothes if I’m just going to take them right off.”

A grin curled up the side of my face like a wisp of smoke. I reached around and gave her ass a smack.

“Hop to it, soldier,” I said.

“Yes sir,” she said with a purr.

With my arm around her waist, we headed back to the village.
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Back at the village, the women filtered in ones and twos and small groups. While there were more than a few injuries, most looked rather superficial. When we reached the outer ring of huts, we passed by a makeshift hospital that consisted of nothing more than a few lean-tos and a few medicine chests. The old woman who’d stepped forward to save us earlier looked up. She was fastening a bandage over Marie’s right thigh.

Oh ironies of ironies.

Her eyes crinkled as she took Fena in.

“Laundry day?” she said dryly.

“Something like that,” said Fena.

“Come here,” the crone said, gesturing with two fingers towards the fae. Fena obediently stepped forward. The crone finished tying the poultice across Marie’s leg. Slapping it lightly, she said, “That oughta take care of it. Now, hold still for a second while I help this nice young lady.”

Marie stared straight ahead. Her eyes were emotionless pools. I wondered what she was thinking.

“I’m Vanha,” the crone said, inclining her head in a slight bow.

Fena returned the gesture. Laughter sparkled in her eyes.

“I’m Fena,” she said.

“Well, it’s great to meet you Fena,” Vanha said. “Now, let’s cover that tush of yours. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’ve got a man in our midst.”

“Oh, he doesn’t mind. This is nothing new for him,” Fena said.

That cracked a grin on the crone’s face.

“Be that as it may, I still think you’d benefit from a little more coverage. Now, let me see what I have,” she said.

She rummaged around in a pile of rags on the floor nearby and came back with a long tunic dyed in streaks of fiery sun-red.

“Try this on,” she said. “It might not fit you perfectly, but it should do well enough.”

Fena accepted the tunic wordlessly and slipped it over her head. I had to say, I preferred her the way she was before. But even still, damn girl. The tunic fell just below her ass, accentuating her slender muscular thighs. They teased and hinted at more to come. More to see. The neckline was a generous scoop that revealed a tantalizing amount of cleavage.

“Thank you grandmother,” Fena said, inclining her head in a small bow.

“Oh, it’s no problem at all,” Vanha said. “And I’m not your grandmother. We’ve both been alive for so many lifetimes, it’s time to get rid of all that age related crap.”

“Very well,” Fena said. “Thank you Vanha.”

“That I can accept,” she said. “Now, get along and play with your friends. New injured are still coming in.”

Indeed, at that very moment two tribes women broke through the treeline carrying between them a third woman. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was ragged.

“We’ll let you get to it then,” I said. “Good luck in your work.”

Vanha waved me away with one hand. With that, we continued on towards the camp. A small council composed of the uninjured tribes women were convening by the central fire.

When Huora saw me, she waved me over. A broad smile broke over her face.

“You really did,” she said, slapping me on my back. “I have to admit, I had my doubts about you guys, but you really pulled through for us.”

“I hardly did anything. If anyone deserves thanks it’s my companions. They all acquitted themselves bravely and with honor,” I said.

Huora turned to each of my companions in turn and thanked each one. When she was done, she turned and addressed us as a group.

“It has been so long since we’ve encountered any outsiders, let alone since we’ve allowed a man into our group. Nonetheless, your actions today have made a lasting impression on my tribemates and I. You are forever welcome within our village. Whether you choose to stay a day or for the rest of eternity, you will always be welcomed in our ranks,” Huora said.

“We thank you,” I said.

Fena’s eyes suddenly lit up with a fierce intensity. Her body lifted ever so slightly off the ground and her arms spread out to either side. Light shone through her skin. I reached out and brushed her arm. An arc of electricity flashed and then I was in a dark dungeon.

Cool air flowed out against and around me. The damp smell of mildew assaulted my senses, but that’s not what caught my attention. Chained against the wall was a blonde woman in a tattered loincloth.

Her body was covered in dust and grime, and she looked as if she’d barely moved in days, but that wasn’t what drew my attention. There was something about her that was familiar. A certain something that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

She raised her head and with a dawning horror I realized it was Emily. Tender grey pools had formed under her eyes. I moved towards her. A soft hand gripped my forearm.

“Don’t bother, she can neither see nor hear you.”

I turned and came face to face with Fena’s blazing blue eyes.

“Where are we? Why is Emily chained up like this? We have to help her,” I said.

“We are in Tozaq, the fourth layer of Purgatory. I’ve taken you here, because the forces that be wanted me to show you her,” Fena said.

“What forces? I don’t understand,” I said, seething with frustration.

“It’s okay, you don’t need to understand just yet,” Fena said. “What you do need to understand is that you are here for a reason. It’s no accident that Azoth was killed upon your arrival. There is a storm coming James, and you are at the center of it.”

She stopped and inclined her head towards Emily.

“So is she. Why two mortals should have such a role to play in the fate of Purgatory is a mystery I cannot elucidate on. All I can say is that you will soon be confronted with a problem beyond your ken. Something that will stretch you to the breaking point,” she said.

“Are we just going to leave her here?” I said.

Fena shook her head sadly.

“We must,” she said. “I wish it were not so, but there’s no other option. This is a mere vision. It’s up to you James. You must save her. We have to leave now.”

I open my mouth to say that I don’t want to, that I want to stay and help, but a strong wind picked up and stole my words away. The walls of the dungeon flew apart and then I was being whisked away.

I awoke on the ground. Thick matte white clouds drifted lazily overhead. Svata leaned down and shook my shoulder.

“Are you okay James?” she said.

I shook my head and looked over at Fena. She was sitting up. Her arms were wrapped around her legs, pulling them tightly in towards her chest.

“I had a vision,” I said.

Quickly, I explained what I’d seen. Fena stared blankly ahead. At times, she nodded in agreement, but her face never lost that vacant look. When I finished, Keiju rocked back on her heels.

“That is worrying indeed,” Keiju said. “It sounds as though our time is limited, and we still don’t know how to get to the fourth level.”

“Hold on, I haven’t tried to use my golem abilities to find it. Give me a minute,” I said.

I pulled myself into a sitting position and closed my eyes. The familiar black cavern filled my mind.

One drip, two drips, three drips.

A light filled my mind. A radiant, overwhelming sunburst that crowded my vision and burnt my eyes.

Where the hell is it coming from?

I cast around with my mind’s eye unable to find the source. Then, I realized it was coming from directly below me.

My eyes snapped open.

“The fourth portal is underneath us,” I said.

“You mean it’s buried underground? Must we go back to Rastik’s cavern?” said Svata, worry flitting across her face.

“No, I mean it’s underneath the island we’re floating on,” I said.

“Are you crazy?” Svata said.

“No,” Keiju said. “It makes sense. To make our escape, we’ll have to take a leap of faith.”

“Faith my ass, it’s suicide,” said Svata.

“It’s the only way,” Fena said firmly. “If James says the portal to the next realm is below us, I believe him. How or why he’s been blessed with such powers is beyond me, but I am certain that he possesses them and I trust in his judgment.”

Svata bit her lower lip.

“Very well, but if we die I will haunt your ass for eternity,” Svata said.

“You don’t need to go,” Keiju said mildly.

“You think I’m going to let this son of a bitch get himself killed without me?” Svata snorted.

“Then it’s agreed,” Fena said, a note of finality in her voice.

“When do we leave?” Keiju said.

“Now,” I said. I drew in a breath. “The Pahol have Emily. I don’t know what they want with her or how she factors into their plans, but this is personal now.”

“Oh, it wasn’t personal when we were being attacked by those hundred headed ogres,” Svata said. She rolled her eyes. I chose to ignore her.

“I’m coming with you,” Fena said.

“Have you found what you were looking for?” said Keiju. Surprise colored her voice.

“Yes,” Fena said. “The Pahol used me like a tool. While I was gone, I spent much time pondering how I could defeat them. It wasn’t until the cyclopedes launched their attack that I saw the key laid with you. I can’t tell you how I knew this. It came and went in a flash of intuition. But, there isn’t a doubt in my mind as to its truthfulness.”

I smiled, stepped forward and wrapped her in a hug.

“We will accompany you to the precipice,” Huora said.

“Won’t you come with us?” I said.

Huora flashed a tired smile.

“Perhaps in time,” she said. “There are many among our number who will resist it, just as they would resist any change. It may seem strange to you, but humans are creatures of habit and time has a way of solidifying habit into something stronger than granite. True our folk may not live anymore, but that makes them no less human.”

“Very well, but don’t wait too long,” I said, arching an eye-brow.

Huora sighed.

“I will try my best. I promise that,” she said.

* * *

It was not a long walk to the edge of the island. Not all of the villagers were in a position to walk, but those who could joined us. It was with some surprise that I watched Marie stagger out of the sick tent to join our small entourage.

The raven haired beauty stopped a few feet away from me.

“I owe you and your companions an apology,” she said.

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” I said, waving my hand. “You were looking out for your tribe. There is nothing nobler than one who looks out for her friends.”

She bowed stiffly at the waist. When she straightened up her eyes found mine.

“No, there is nothing more noble than one who fights to protect the innocent. You did not know my people, yet still you risked everything for them,” she said.

I didn’t know quite how to respond to that, so I returned her bow before turning back to my friends.

I tucked my bow and quiver securely over my shoulder. Svata had already lashed her spear to her back. Reaching out I took Svata’s hand in mine. I repeated the process with Keiju. Fena linked up with Keiju and then we were linked in a human chain four deep.

“Well, here goes nothing,” I said.

The island jumbled off into thin air quite abruptly. One second there were thick splotches of grass, and the next nothing. I took a deep breath.

“Three, two, one,” Keiju said.

We stepped forward. We took the plunge.
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The wind whippled past us in great, bounding currents. My mind felt curiously empty. In a way, it was no different than how I felt in the opening stages of a downhill race. All fear had fled from my mind. In a sense, I knew that whatever happened from here on out would be beyond my control. What was in my control was my own sense of fear, and I wasn’t about to let fear own me.

Much like in the forest of the night, time reduced in meaning until there was no past nor future but only an endless, yawning present. After what might possibly have been an eternity, something distant and shining appeared below us. Where the other portals were small shining orbs, this one was as big as a continent, a planet, a solar system. It spread without end in all directions. Thick glimmering light shot out in all directions, and I recognized the source of that ceaseless even orange-rind light. It absorbed us in its warmth and then we vanished in a twinkle and a flash.

* * *

The first thing I noticed was the smell: a damp mildewy odor that indicated a severe lack of hygeine accompanied by the humid cold of a pre-Edison dungeon.

The second thing I noticed was the sickening crunch of a club against the back of my head. I rolled over on my back. My vision was blurry, but I could make out the faint outline of a Siga against the flickering glow of a sconced torch.

“Right where the master said he’d be,” the pig-man grunted.

To my sides, a chorus of similarly sickening thuds rose up. A howling rage tore through my veins. I tried to wobble to my feet. A second thud landed against my stomach. I collapsed onto my hands and knees. Something hot and acid flew up my throat. Then, I was puking all over the flagstoned floor.

The siga cursed, but I could hardly hear him. The room was fading to a darkness blacker than night.

* * *

“That’s quite the goose-egg you’ve developed. Water?”

The voice was slight and sonorous, raspy and deep but muted, as though it were being whispered from far away. A sense of deja vu rushed through me. I’d heard that voice before, though exactly where I couldn’t say. I opened my eyes, and immediately closed them again. The pain was too great. Pins and needles poked fiercely against my eyeballs.

I groped aimlessly out with my hand. Cool clay found my grasp and then I was chugging desperately from the glazed lip. It was water, but such as I’d scarcely drunk before. It was deeper, richer, cleaner.

When I finished, I flung the cup out by my body. Someone gently removed it from my grasp. Whoever had spoken earlier hadn’t left. I could feel his presence next to me. But, he didn’t speak again, and for that I was thankful.

I let the water wash through me, making me stronger and repairing the broken bones and tissue. When I felt reasonably stronger. I opened my eyes. Straight ahead of me was a fire-place. Its flickering orange light cast curious shadows against the walls. I was in a wide bed covered by a scarlet coverlet.

“What was in that?” I wheezed.

“Merely water, but of course in Purgatory nothing is as it appears on first blush. You had us worried there. I’ll have you know the siga were instructed to bring you in alive and unharmed. It seems they got a little carried away in the course of carrying out their duties. Don’t worry, the offending guards have been punished.”

I steeled myself in preparation, but nothing could prevent the chill that spread through my body upon first seeing him.

If it wasn’t the same Pahol from the dream-vision Keiju had presented to me, he was his spitting image. Tall, slender, green and scaly, the demon was dressed in a grey suit. A scarlet tongue added a dash of color to the ensemble.

A ghastly smile split his face as he leaned closer to me.

“We have so much to talk about, James,” it said.

THE END













Glossary

Azoth the fat: A minor deity who watches over the lowest rung of purgatory. His agents enslave newly arrived souls, erase their memories, and force them to work on his vast plantations growing food for his table.

Badala: The third layer of Purgatory. This realm consists of a vast archipelago of floating islands.

Budak: A slave

Cyclopede: A hundred headed, hundred armed ogre that inhabits the third layer of Purgatory. It preys on lost souls.

Dardenes: The great jungle comprising the lowest level of purgatory, it is dominated by Azoth the fat.

Jinisi: A species of three eyed, scaled monkey that inhabits the Dardenes. Imbued with a strange intelligence, they have a direct connection to the powers that run through purgatory.

Rastik: A black market dealer demon, this snake man operates across the various levels of Purgatory and beyond, hawking his wares and collecting souls and other exotic goods.

Siga: A race of pigmen employed as henchmen by various demons throughout purgatory. Of limited intelligence and formidable brawn, they’re little more than soulless pawns on the great chessboard of the afterlife.

Winter Wine: Drink of the dead. Alternatively tart and sweet, winter wine is favored by the departed for its energy boosting powers.





cover.jpeg
REB|RTH

ESCAPE FROM
PURGAT}& e . \%IW
A \ »
— NS

g P N

ROLAND CARLSSON





