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Prologue
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In ancient times, people often feared the unknown. Religion depicted so strongly around the world, events that were classified as unnatural and despicable. The Greeks, Romans, Chinese, Egyptians, and so many other cultures referenced strange, terrible and wonderous creatures. Not all of them were vile and dangerous creatures. A good number of them were unique and beautiful in their own way. Of course, people will always try to destroy and abolish anything that they don’t understand. 

There’s not much known about the outside world where I’m from. I guess you could say that I’m not a normal teenager or a person. There’s a lot about my family that most people wouldn’t understand, and they might even fear my family and my home. The thing is. None of us means any harm. We don’t hurt people. We live our lives the best way we know how and sure, there’s a lot about my home and my world that seems a bit off putting. A little crazy. I have always wanted to learn about other cultures around the world. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t leave my hometown. We were hidden from the world for the most part. Only a few key locations around the world could lead us. You may look at this and think about how this is possible. Well, it’s a bit complicated to explain. This is something into which we will get. First thing first, is we need to go over the different stories that I must go over before everything is destroyed and lost for my family and friends. The world, as we know, has been fading slowly over the decades and centuries. Our ages have drastically slowed down, due to our metabolism being almost nonexistent. 

The sun shines dim here in our corner of the world. The moonlight is extremely bright. A heavy fog lasts from dusk until around half past midnight. The fog slowly dissipates around three am and then finally vanishes at sunrise. We have a lot of strange and exotic herbs and plants that grow in our town. I will admit that these plants and herbs aren’t made to be consumed by...well, humans. Or living. I think it’s time to finally talk about who I really am. See, there’s plenty of movies and games and stories about my people. 

I may not know much about the human world, but I do know enough that they think my people are flesh-eating monsters, devoid of humanity. Humans see us as not real. Fantasy creatures, or minions of necromancers who control the undead. We haven’t encountered a necromancer in nearly two thousand years, and the last time nearly destroyed us. Now, we fear human encounters. There’s also a group called ‘The Mourning Purists.’ They aren’t evil people. They do try to hunt us down and unravel us, which we don’t know completely what happens to us. 

The main thing we know is that we cease to exist. Our primary objective is to unlock memories, and to find our true self. There’s a lot happening and it’s not been easy to keep true to ourselves. So much has happened since our resurrection or return to the living in a way. We didn’t eat regular food. We barely breathed oxygen. I wouldn’t think we were bad people, so to speak, but you may think we are monsters. Here’s the thing. The term ‘monster’ is a relative term and subjective. I wouldn’t think we were really any different than the living. 

We have families, friends, and wanted to learn and remember. There are so many things that we wanted to accomplish. A lot has been taken from us after our deaths. We remembered the funerals. Glimpses into our former lives linger on the surface, but not enough to give us any vital information into our past and who we once were. Even the virus as to what created us is not something with which we are familiar. We tried to do research and run tests on our blood. 

We didn’t have the technology and equipment to do full labs. Our options were limited, but we did the best we could. Anyone who came to our town may find us creepy, disturbing and horrified. A barrier prevents the living from entering and remembering anything. It also caused them to turn around so they wouldn’t stay or get lost. We wouldn’t cause them harm, but there’s nothing here that they would be able to eat and survive on. The water wasn’t sanitary for the living and the food wasn’t compatible with their digestive track. 

My people would do nothing to cause anyone harm. That didn’t mean that there weren’t spirits, ghosts, and even my kind that wasn’t out of control and a threat. They were few and far between though. We have precautions in place and a few with powers and abilities that can help keep everything under control. Another mission a few have been trying to do is accomplish the prevention from total ‘rot.’ Which is what we like to call it when one of us fully turns feral and violent. 

There’s a lot of spirits, ghosts, and spectral essences that roam through our town. It’s hard to say how large the town originally was. A few of us, who have been around the longest or have regained a few memories from our ancestors, claimed that the town was only a couple of thousand residents. Now, we seem to be reaching at least ten thousand. I’d say we were reaching at least twenty thousand. Our numbers shift constantly. More of us pop up randomly; others seem to vanish only to be found later. 

It's hard to explain how this all happens. Memories have been found and lost over the years. We have discovered that memories are rarely ever lost permanently. A lot of the time, the memories and emotions that we feel are lost have just latched onto other objects and places around the world. We have a graveyard that is always shifting and growing with these energies. Plants that are nonstop manifesting with various emotions. Each one can trigger a different memory within someone.

We have only ever tried to live in peace and out of the world. We really don’t know much about the conditions of which we are born. We have all these memories of the families we have now. I have always felt torn between my current ‘life’ and the former one with the vaguest memories. I have grown attached to the people I have grown up. I want to remember my past. I know we all do. Some of us want to follow my sister around and believe in her goal to restore all of us with our memories and lives. I wanted answers as well, and as much as I wanted to know who my biological family was and any friends I had in my former life. 

I wanted to know everything, but I didn’t want to lose who I am now. I have always wanted to know the truth. Coud I really give everything up? My sister doesn’t seem to care about the consequences of us losing who we are currently. I wanted to be cautious and plan it out. Cinder was more headstrong, impatient, and quick to anger. She doesn’t think that we are going to lose who we currently are and the price we may have to pay isn’t going to be as severe as most of us fear. I just didn’t want to risk everything for the off chance of getting our former lives back. 

So, the thing you should know about us is that we are zombies. Yes, as I mentioned before there’s so many movies and shows. Most of thema are violent, bloody, horror. Games as well. There are a few slight romance movies out there. I never understood how humans who have feared us so much who think we are so disgusting that it seems bizarre that they make romantic movies. The movies and books they made about vampires as well seem a little far-fetched. From all lore about those undead creatures, they are just soulless monsters who feed on innocent people. 

We don’t get movies and television shows, or even books. Our town has a soft pulse of electrical energy and gas for cooking. Mostly we use medieval hearths and campfires and stone ovens with coal and wood. We may seem primitive, but I promise we aren’t neanderthals, and we aren’t incompetent. So, my fight is to keep the memories alive and to make sure we don’t forget who we are or were. Do I have the power to keep everyone alive and sane. I have always tried to keep our people from being consumed and losing themselves. 

If there’s a god that resides over us. I wonder if they look down upon us. Are they shunning us, or unable to interfere? Could they secretly despise us and wish we vanished from the world so they didn’t have to deal with us anymore? I really wish that if there’s a god out there that they wouldn’t be ashamed of us. If I ever got to meet this Deity, they would be willing to forgive us for existing if that’s an issue. We didn’t want this life for ourselves. I know we didn’t ask for this. We didn’t want this life. We live in constant fear of becoming fully undead, mindless minions who feast on flesh. We fear that people are going to look upon us without waiting for an explanation and just smite us. 

We have so much we want to do, and we feel that we have all this time in the world, without having any time to complete and accomplish anything. So here we are, a story about how things continued the same for hundreds, if not thousands of years, and now there’s a change happening to our town. There are so many things that keep happening and the weird thing is, it’s hard to believe in myself. Yet, we met a human with weird powers that weren’t afraid of us. 

This young man looks at us with respect and friendship and not fear or disgust. This young man is completely human when I met him, and I have never seen powers like his. He told me that they were magical. Elemental powers of the natural world. He didn’t have a lot of information about where the powers came from. Or how he acquired them. He wasn’t too keen on telling me his name. I guess it could be possible that he looked at us with disgust. 

He could fear us secretly, just not say anything. Or it could be that he didn’t want to say his name because the friend of his who came with him was freaking nonstop when she saw us. I don’t know why he wasn’t as scared as her. Something about him made him unfazed by the supernatural or creatures that go bump in the night. Both seem less afraid of my sister and me, compared to the others. We found the house that was the least creepy, and ran down and the smallest to have them stay in. 

Finding food for them wasn’t easy. We did find food that my people found appalling, and the smell made us nauseous. Humans ate some of the nastiest smelling foods and they think we are vile. Sorry, not the point. Describing everything that’s happened and the new people we met. Even one particular guy that I found attractive unique and he’s the son of our enemy. Would this young man be a good friend, or my worst nightmare and enemy? Time would be the only way to know for sure. 

There’s a lot about these events that may seem put off and weird to an outside source. Everything mentioned is nothing like you’ve heard or read about zombies and ghosts. So, hopefully this sheds a new light on us and makes us less terrifying and horrible to see and read about. There’s plenty of horrible creatures out there in the world. I just don’t want us zombies to be one of those vile creatures. Please, don’t think less of us, even if there’s a lot happening with which you don’t agree. 
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Marrow

A heavy silver fog rolled in from over the mountains off in the distance. No one has ever been past the edge of the forest, leading into the mountains. The forest always contained this eerie sense. A strange vibe and energy resonate throughout the partially consecrated grounds. The trees grow twisted and gnarled, looping together, branches linking together. They swayed in the breeze. A small group of small individuals came through the trees, laughing and whistling. 

The forest seemed to move around the group. The fog danced and licked at their heels. Kids. The group was a group of young adults, the oldest barely nineteen, the youngest around six or seven years old. They laughed and cackled with glee as they ran around the trees and bushes. “Marrow?” A girl called out through the trees. Her voice carried whimsical windchimes and a soft harmonica. A low chuckle followed the call. “Marrow, this isn’t funny,” the girl called out. 

She has slender, pale, sunken skin, and long, wiry, blondish brown hair. Her left eye socket is hollow, with a soft sapphire ember in the left socket and a dark blue eyeball on the right. Her clothes are made from shawls from a funeral home, casket lining, bark, and leaves from the fallen trees. They were crafted into long skirts and blouses. The colors are dyed with fruit and bone dust. A long quilt cloak made from velum with ink with memories stitched into it. “Cinder?” A deep baritone voice whispered behind the girl. 

She jumped up and spun around. “Brother!” She cried out. I chuckled. I wrapped my long arms around her. She wrapped her thin arms around me, gently patting my back. “So, Marrow? Why’d you vanish from the group?” A little boy asked. “Brex, you know me. I like to make surprise appearances to keep you all on your toes,” I said with a wink. Brex giggled and ran off to join the group. Cinder sighed. I gave her a confused look. “Marrow, you’re always trying to find memories for everyone here, and yet you’re not wanting us to try to take a risk and find our former lives,” she said. Her voice sounds judgmental. 

I turned from her, looking towards the mountain range in the distance. “Cinder, I’m only trying to be cautious because we can’t remember anything about our lives when we were fully alive. I’m afraid of what would happen if we learned our true self. You know this. I also don’t want to risk losing all knowledge about who we are currently,” I reminded her. We’ve had this conversation for as long as I can remember. She doesn’t think about the consequences. She’s not worried about what we could lose. 

I want to learn everything; I just don’t want to lose the family that we have here. There’s no guarantee that our former lives, or family, were good. There’s no promise that they were good and kind people. Would I move on to a better place after everything is complete? Would I discover the truth about myself to find that I’m a horrible person? I’m the memory weaver for our people. “Marrow, are you going to ignore me?” I turned to face my sister once again. “Cinder, I don’t want to lose everything for a chance of knowing our true names. 

“I want to be sure there’s no severe risks,” I told her. Cinder’s eyes flared with a pale rose ember. “You always think you know better than everyone else!” She hissed at me. She ran off towards the others and I just sighed. I looked down at my stitched plaid jeans, with eulogy papers etched onto the material, and special glyphs on my knuckles and palms. They began to glow and pulse a dark green and orange color. This only happened when change and memories were happening together. The three glyphs that glowed were 䒑𠤎. These colors mean that is going to happen and we should be prepared for anything. A warning. 

These warnings don’t happen very often. They only happened a handful of times in the past and always resulted in major loss. We figured that we would have gotten a different color for the warnings if these events were going to turn violent. I got to think back during those situations. I wasn’t the one to get these warnings. My older brother, Creeker. He was the one who would lead the rituals to every full and new moon. He taught me everything about the glyphs and the meanings. 

I looked back during the times when I was being trained to learn the glyphs. “Creeker!” My brother looked up from his tomes and smiled. Half his face rotted, and patches of his skin have fallen away, yet he smiled warmly when he saw me. “Marrow, shouldn’t you be studying?” He asked. “I have been! I just have a question about how to decipher the colors of the different glyphs and what they mean. It’s a little confusing. There’s a lot of combinations and I don’t understand how to tell what is considered a warning. 

Or if it’s the same color that means a warning with these two glyphs, what would it mean if the same colors showed up with two other glyphs or a combination?” I asked. Creeker chuckled at the string of words I whipped at him. “Marrow, you always knew how to string words together quickly. You also were very wise and intelligent beyond your years. I knew you would make a good next ritual leader,” Creeker told me. “Our parents wanted Cinder to follow in my footsteps. 

“You managed to supersede their expectations and are now being trained to take over in case anything happens to me. You know there’s no way that we can live this life forever,” he told me. I nodded, frowning. “Brother, you aren’t planning on leaving, are you?” I asked. “No, of course not. You know I love this family. I love you and Cinder. I love our town and even so I’m in charge of guiding the memories of each of us. There’s so much we don’t know. There’s a lot of enemies out there that want to destroy us out of fear,” he told me. I nodded. 

I knew all of this. I just didn’t know why they would want us dead. It’s not like we hurt people. We weren’t a threat to them. We never left this dimension. We could access the memories and emotional threads in the outside world. We just never know if we were going to be discovered by humans or other forces in the universe. I want to make sure we never lose our ability to reconnect with the memories and links to the past and future. These powers are the only thing we have to retain our humanity and not be a threat to the world.” 

He continued to explain about the colors and the symbols and the spells and the proper incantations. He went repeatedly the same things. He wanted me to know everything he could, but he wasn’t taught everything either, or he was trying to learn as well as teaching me. That was when things changed as we continued to talk. ⺙✂. The future and fate glyphs lit up. The dark golden and green glow lit up on Creekers' left hand. This time a dark burgundy red aura pulsates as well. 

“Creeker, why is there a red glow?” I asked him. He studied his hand and gently traced the glyphs with his fingers. “I don’t know but it means a dire warning. I’ll continue to investigate it. I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” he told me. I thought he knew best, so I didn’t question anything. I should have. I should have fought him about the colors, the glyphs and meaning because everything that happened could have been avoided. This was the last time I saw Creeker live. 

“Marrow, what are you doing?” I blinked and turned to see Gregan walking over to me. His spikey short black wiry hair fanned his chiseled face. His lanky build and slightly hunched frame hobbled toward me. “Sorry, man. I was just thinking about the past. “You are the only one who can easily and randomly see hints or images from the past,” he told me in a gravelly voice. “Gregan, is something wrong?” I asked. “No, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You sort of spaced out there and went rigid,” he said. 

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize it. I didn’t realize that when I got the memory glimpses that I froze. Is it time to head back into town?” I asked. “Yeah, I think it’s time and I don’t want the town to worry that we’re late,” he told me. I nodded. We rushed through the trees and the shrubs. The cryptid ravens, archive hounds, and fungal bears all raced around us. The ethereal croak of the ravens. The roars of the bears, and the howls of the hounds. They raced around us as we ran through the forest. 

The ravens have skeletal frames with moldy feathers. The hounds looked like undead wolves; their flesh stitched from funeral documents and bone fragments. They normally guard the memory vaults. Those were all located in the north of the woods, locked by a large, thick iron fence, and the gate only opened to those with the glyphs and ritual casting with the right emotional output. 

What would bring them out this far? The fungal bears were living bears, encased with a fungal, moldy spread that can emit a small cloud of spores that act as a sensory and first line of defense, not to mention the bears are formidable protectors. The ravens always seemed to act as an aerial scout. The fog rose around us. The sky darkened as we raced to join the group, before heading into town. A thick wall of fog rose up, just as we reached the town's edges, the pale purple iron, gray steel and oak wood fence line; the fog rose to nearly human height. 

The gate swung open on its own. We stepped into town. The entire town lay inside the fence line. We passed the farm and cemetery that retained everyone’s spiritual physical bodies; that also grew most of our ingredients for the meals. The others rushed through the cobble streets with the old gothic Victorian streetlamps with light silver and dark blue flames within. They lined up the streets, spaced every ten feet apart. The glow aimed towards the road to light the way. We didn’t need much light to navigate. 

Small and large gothic style houses lined up the roads made of black marble, iron charcoaled wood, stone. They were designed to look like small mausoleums, crypts, old Victorian manors, and gothic black wooden run-down farmhouses. They have wraparound porches with soft pale blue embers in black iron lanterns, hanging from the roof. The roof is made from brick, steel plates and crystalized bone shards protruding up like spikes. Moss and fungus spread around the base of the house. 

Similar houses, small huts, and three-story buildings towered over the houses. More various houses stretched along the road. The streetlights hummed as night descended. The fog rose into the air. Starlight and a half-moon lit up the sky. “Marrow!” I turned as a small little girl ran up to me. “Gretel, what’s going on?” I asked. “My parents seem to have changed and I’m worried,” she said in a squeaky, high-pitched voice. Her blond-white pigtails bobbed around her head. 

Her deathly pale skin seemed almost translucent in the moonlight. “Let me see them,” I said calmly. I might be able to do something to help them. Damn it, the rot was sinking in. I hated it when I couldn’t do anything to help. “Come on. All I have is my older brother, and he’s not the most ‘gentle.’” She told me. I sighed. I knew her brother. He always seemed distant but never seemed like a bad guy. “You are sure your brother isn’t being a moody teenager?” I asked her. 

She only shrugged. “I don’t know, but he’s not the same as I remember. I’m scared,” she cooed. “Hey, it’s okay. Come on, let’s see if I can do anything to help your parents,” I said. I followed her down the street and across the main square. Mold coated owls hooted in the night sky. Parasite wormed cats meowed in the alley. Tombstones and coffins lined outer buildings with names chiseled into the lid. These names were unknown to us. 

Glyphs dully glowed underneath the names. A heavy mist kissed along the ground and hugged the stone with white, silver and peach threads racing within. We made our way to the other side of the central square. The more powerful and wealthy of our town lived on the right side of the town square. The south of the square for a good fifteen miles houses the ‘poor’ community. The path we walked down now ended at a burnt picket fence that was over ten feet tall. 

The fence has interlinked iron bars melted into the wood. The steel gate was guarded by two older zombies, wearing a cloth shirt, with a black leather shirt, with a bone chainmesh melded into the fabric. The pants were made of similar fabric and denim. Their steel worker boots were coated in rust, mold with worms crawling around and through them. They both nodded when they saw us. “Gretel, welcome back. Marrow, what is the meaning of your visit?” The woman on the left asked. 

“Gretel is concerned about family matters and is asking for my help,” I told her. Both guards glanced at each other. They were clearly suffering from the Rot. “I’m sorry, there’s a lot of unrest right now and we can’t allow anyone in without clearance,” the man replied. “This is a memory of a weaving situation. I need to check the situation out. I might be able to help,” I told them. The guards looked at each other again. They both took a raspy breath and sighed. 

“We technically can’t deny you officially. Just know that this is going to be documented. Any issues and it’s going to reflect negatively on your family,” the man replied. I glared at him. I didn’t like threats. We had enough problems in this world that we didn’t need to threaten each other. “Fine but just know that if I leave now and anything happens to her parents and I could have helped; it’s going to reflect on you and I may not be able to help you when the time comes,” I warned. 

They both snorted in response. The gate squeaked open. “Please, try to not disturb the peace any more than what’s already been done,” the female cautioned. I bowed slightly to them and followed Gretel to her run down, rickety Greek Revival house made from bone shards, funeral citations scratched into the frame. Bone-stained glass with a soft light behind them. “Mom has the skull lanterns going,” Gretel muttered. The rectangle structures with a center room in the middle of the ground part of the building. A balcony covered the front of the second floor with a small attic. Gretel walked up to the front door and the door slammed open. 

A feral looking woman with rotting flesh that slowly peeled away, revealing her jawline, a hollow eye with a dark glowing orange ember. Her wired black hair, matted to her face. Her muscles could be seen from the rotting flesh. “Where have you been?” She demanded a snarling voice. Her teeth were mashed together. She grabbed Gretel’s arm roughly and then turned to glare at me. “Who are you?” She snarled. “Marrow, ma’am, you don’t remember me?” I asked. She blinked and then her anger and rage dissipated. “Marrow? Marrow! Oh my. I’m sorry for the outburst,” she said and then looked down. She instantly released Gretel’s arm. 

“Dear, I’m so sorry!” She said, stepping back into the house. “Um, are you hungry? I have been making dinner,” she said, gesturing for us to enter the house. “No, ma’am. I appreciate that. I’m here as a personal favor to see if there’s anything you and your family need help with. I can’t stay long, my family is going to be very concerned if I’m late,” I told her. “I understand. I’m not sure there’s anything we need help with,” she stated. “Mommy, what about the outburst you just experienced?” Gretel asked worriedly. 

Her mother didn’t seem to understand what her daughter was asking. “You just had one of your manic episodes where you were really angry and grabbed me roughly,” she told her mom. She lifted her arm up to show her arm the dark blue, green, and purple mark that started to form on her lower arm. Her mother became distraught. “I’m terribly sorry baby,” her mother cried. Gretel went and hugged her tightly. A teenage boy walked in and looked between the three of us. “What’s going on?” He asked. 

“Jax, I thought you were going to be out late with some friends,” their mother said. “Yeah, things didn’t work out,” he said. I looked at him over. There was something serious wrong with me. “Marrow, what are you doing here?” He asked defensively. “Would you mind if I talk to you for a minute?” I asked. His lanky frame tensed at the question. His short, greasy hair fell into his eyes. His eyes were a dull green, and his skin tightly stretched around his narrow frame. 

“Why?” He demanded. “Please. This won’t take long,” I said. He sighed. “We will be back inside in a minute,” Jax said, and we stepped outside on the porch, as he closed the door. “What do you want?” He demanded, spinning around on me. “Easy,” I said, putting my hands up. He sighed. “I’m sorry. I guess I’ve been torn between what I’m feeling with everything going on at home, personal issues,” he said and then gave me a look like he was afraid he said too much. 

“Jax, you don’t have to explain anything to me,” I assured him. He sighed and leaned against the wall by the door. He started to speak when a deep voice sounded through the night. “Jax, are you okay?” I turned to see a large, muscular man, a couple of years older than me approaching. His sunken gray skin, and softly glowing orange eyes with hazel undertones. He has a shaved head, and he looked like he was the star of a football team. “Hey, is everything okay?” the man asked, walking up to Jax and gently put a hand on his shoulder. 

I saw Jax tense a little and gave me a cautious look. I smiled reassuringly at him. the man seemed to remember he wasn’t alone. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Hey, it’s okay. I won’t say anything,” I promised. “Why would you keep this secret from the council?” Jax demanded. He got up in my face and his hands clenched tightly. “Jax, do you really think I would be judgmental, out of everyone here?” Jax and Abrat both shook their heads. “Sorry, my parents have been changing, and they’ve become hostile and cruel. We’ve been keeping it a secret because the council even has been giving us the look,” Jax explained. 

I nodded in understanding. My own family, even though I know they love me, hasn’t been the most receptive to my changes in demeanor. “You won’t say anything?” I shook my head and smiled. “Abrat, I wouldn’t do that. You haven’t condemned me for my ‘fashion choices’,” I replied. He grinned. “Hey, we have enough problems,” he said, which I agreed with. “Exactly,” I agreed. “So, what’s the real reason you’re here?” Jax asked. “Gretel asked me to check in on your parents to see if there’s anything I could do,” I told him. 

He gave me a hopeful look. “You think you can?” I shrugged honestly. “I don’t know, but I’m going to try. From what I’ve seen, the Rot is creeping in, and I might be able to slow it down further if I can perform a ritual,” I explained. “At this point, I’m willing to try anything. I don’t want anything to happen to them, and I would like to try and ease their suffering if I can,” Jax told me. “I understand that. I’m going to do everything I can. I promise. Just please, don’t blame me if anything happens. I haven’t mastered the ritual spelling yet. I’ve performed practice runs, but I don’t know how effective or successful it’s going to be,” I warned. 

“Marrow, either way, I could lose my parents and raise my sister feeling the guilt of knowing I didn’t do everything I could to save my parents, so please. Whatever happens, I won’t hold you responsible,” he promised. I nodded. “You have a prayer room, don’t you?” I asked. “Of course, everyone in the Hollow Quarter has one,” he reminded me. I grinned. “Perfect,” I said and walked back into the house. “What are you planning?” He demanded. He wasn’t angry about barging into his house. “Excuse me ma’am. Would you happen to show me where the prayer room is?” I asked. 

“Oh, of course sweety. She began to hobble along the small hall from the kitchen and down a small set of stairs to the back of the house. A large dark mesh door stood in front of us. “There is a prayer room. What are you looking for?” She asked. “Well, it’s sort of complicated to explain and it’s a gift to you if I am successful. I’m trying to keep up with my studies and get ritual casting under control. I thought this would be a good way to practice,” I told her. 

She smiled and told me to do what I needed to do. “Marrow, is there anything we can do to help?” Jax asked. “I’ll let you know what you can do to help. For right now, do you think you could let my family know that I’m going to be late?” I asked. “Why don’t you use the Bone Resonator before you begin,” he suggested. I nodded. I didn’t see a reason not to. He pointed to the small ivory table with the skull with the flickering orange eyes. I nodded. I tapped the top of the skull and a shrill, soft howl escaped the mouth. Then a high-pitched feminine voice asked, “How may I direct your call?” 

“Yes, could you please direct the Dusk-cloud residence,” I said. “One moment,” the operator said. A low hum and beep returned as it connected through the communicator. Then a shrill hiss came through and my mother answered, “Hello?” I took a breath. “Mom, hi. I’m over the Crestkin’s and I’m working on something for them. I won’t be home until late, so I figured I would call you, so you wouldn’t worry,” I spoke. The skull flashed a wide range of colors and vibrated before going still. 

My mother’s voice came back over with annoyance and in dark red and green colors. “Marrow, you know the rules, what could you possibly be doing?” She asked. I took a calm breath to keep my tone calm and steady. “Mom, please. I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t a serious issue. His parents need some help from the rot,” I whispered. “Please understand. They need help retaining their mortality. I don’t want to fight mom; I’ll be back soon. You can even send someone to come and wait for me,” I answered her. 

She returned an answer quickly, sounding pissed and annoyed. She answered, “Fine. Be back soon.” That was all she said. The connection broke and I stood there feeling ashamed and alone. “Are you alright?” Jax asked. “Y-yeah. I might need to look closer to home,” I whispered. I blinked and turned away from the skull. “Is there anything you need?” He asked softly. I shrugged and entered the prayer room. Shawls of black and silver velvet and silk curtains hung from the bone rafters, and around the skull chandelier. Thirteen colors flickered overhead. 

I went to the altar with a small basin of reddish green liquid bubbling softly and lit the white candle in the center. I began chanting in the deep, singing the resonating language of my people. Varnak is an ancient language. “Jax!” I called out. He walked through the door looking hopeful and confused. “Do you have stories, happy, or sad or anything about your parents that brings out an emotional response? It doesn’t have to be good or bad. It just needs to be powerful,” I told him. 

He went on to tell me about the time when they all went to the park, and they had a picnic together, listening to the spirits and ghosts singing and playing at sunset. It was a time when they were all laughing and happy. He said it was the happiest he’d felt in a very long time. That was nearly two months ago. Ever since then, things have changed drastically. They had become moody, angry and violent. He wanted to get back to how it was before. He wanted to have a happy family once again, safe, loving, and accepting. 

He wasn’t ready to lose them. I thanked him. “Do you need me to leave?” He asked. I shook my head. “I think you being here will help. You have more in-depth emotional connections to them and your presence could help unlock them,” I explained. He nodded and closed the door behind him. I began chanting again. I closed my eyes and sang, focusing on the story and the emotional connection it would leave for Jax and his family. The song echoed around us. Filling the room with a sense of peace and longing. 

Images flashed around us. Ghosts, and spirits, taking on the images of the family and their time together. Happy memories, good memories and I could see the parents telling their children stories as they grew up. Just like the others here. Another memory flashed across but this time, it was not about this life. Images flashed where Jax was alive, living in a large metropolis with tall, towering buildings, heavy wind and a large group of people. If I had to guess, I’d say a few million. I have never seen such a cluster of people before. 

He lived on a fifth floor of an apartment building with a single father, who worked construction. They lived a simple life. They looked a little sad, and then I saw a pamphlet on the nightstand about a woman who had passed away. This must be his mother. Another memory emerged from his parents. They were married in their former life. They were happily married and lived a comfortable life. They were even planning to start a family. I focused on the memories and cast the glyph and Varnak ritual to give them to their owners. 

I heard Jax gasp as the memories swallowed him. “What the hell is this?” He asked stunned. I blinked, feeling lightheaded and weakened. I never cast the ritual of this magnitude before. It took a lot out of me. I finished casting the ritual and bid farewell to the spirits. Then I approached Jax. “Should we check on your parents?” I asked. He nodded and smiled. “I think you succeeded in what you set to do tonight,” he told me. We walked back down the hall and entered the kitchen. His parents were laughing and joking as the mother made dinner. They saw us and beamed with a wide toothy smile. “Marrow, were you the cause of us getting this happy memory of our living life?” 

“Yes, ma’am. I was hoping to give you a memory of life and maybe prevent the Rot from taking hold. The whole point of my powers is to keep our humanity and lucidity of who we are,” I told them. “We appreciate it and we will get a hold of your family and explain the situation and how you were successful with the ritual. No one in the past has ever been this effective. The former memory-weavers haven’t been this effective when casting. I don’t think any of their memories were this vivid and detailed,” the father said. 

I smiled gratefully at them and I told them that I needed to get home. “You should really eat something,” the father replied. “We have plenty of Bog Shrimp stewed with bone broth and mothwing pudding for dessert,” he said. I grinned. “That sounds amazing, but it’s getting really late and I’m sure my mother has set a plate aside for me. I don’t want her getting upset if I eat somewhere else,” I told her. “How about taking some home with you then?” Mr. Crestkins offered. 

I nodded. “I would appreciate that, thank you,” I told them. They gave me a large moldy plastic bowl full of the stew and pudding. They put it inside a plastic bag and handed it to me. “Thanks, I appreciate this,” I said. “it’s the least we can do. You may just be the future of us all,” Mrs. Crestskins said. I smiled and then bid them goodnight. Abrat walked next to Jax without touching him. “Abrat! It’s good to see you, son. Would you like to sit down for dinner or do you need to go home?” Mrs. Crestskins asked. “Um, I’d love to stay, but I think I should walk Marrow home,” he said. 

“I’ll go with,” Jax said. “Oh, you guys don’t have to do that,” I replied. “We do. It’s the least we can do for what you did tonight,” Jax tried to say. “I’ll be fine,” I promised. I headed out of the house and down the street. All the houses glowed brightly. Families sat on the porch swings, or kids playing in the yards. They waved as I walked by and I waved back. I made it to the gate and they opened up for me. “Everything work out?” The female guard asked. “I believe so. Or, at the least helped,” I told her. 

She nodded and smiled. I walked out of the gate and headed home. I didn’t realize how far away I lived from the others of The Hollow Quarter. The town seemed a lot bigger than I originally expected. I started to get exhausted and I got droopy. I should have eaten something. I shouldn’t have gone this long hungry. I turned to the North and followed the trail with the diners and stores. The library, the sherif station, and the small clinic. I continued up the hill. I stumbled up the hill and passed out. 
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


Asher



I walked with a group of priests as we went to the training grounds. I pulled my shoulder length hair back into a bun. “Asher, what’s on the agenda today?” A group of senior priests asked. We walked past the pristine shops and local stores. My phone chimed in my pocket. I glanced at the message and sighed. “My father is always unhappy,” I muttered. “You know he means well. There’s a lot of pressure on your father and he has to find all of the unnatural creatures in this world. The peace of the world is in unrest. You know this,” a priest commented. 

“The balance is always in unrest. Just because we have a mission to do, doesn’t mean he has to be such a hard ass,” I told them. “You were too young to remember this, but your mother was one of those who we lost to the zombies, and who rose again. He wants her to be at peace and her soul at rest. You’d think differently if you knew and felt what we have,” another older man chimed in. The white marble stores glistened in the sunlight. As much as I loved my people and our city. I find the clean and bright shiny buildings a blinding eyesore. 

“Asher, you just need to think about another perspective than what you believe,” the senior priest scolded. I didn’t say anything. Everyone following me was strictly about protocol and not thinking about the bigger picture. They didn’t want to assume anything was possible outside the scripture. They accused me of not having vision and clear focus on the objective and mission, but I truly don’t believe they saw everything the way the world truly is. I saw that everyone was truly blinded by the facts and they couldn’t see the truth, even if it’s right in front of them. 

“Asher, do you know what your problem is?” The female priest asked. She always does this. She always asks this question like even my breathing is a slight against the order. No one corrected her. Or anyone in the order who constantly bashed me. The group my father assigned to me always bashed me and talked down to me. I don’t know if this was their way of training or if this is how they treated everyone. The seven priests that followed me talked quietly and snickered behind my back. 

Sometimes, I truly believed I was being paranoid. Other times, I was the center of their conversation for most of what they talked about. We passed the small shops and another five miles of open road before turning down the smooth marble light gray road to the cathedral where the training would begin. The youngest in the group besides me was the least sufferable. She has light blond and soft green hair, fair skin, and is pretty. 

I never really thought too much about her before. She always had words of encouragement to me and she never looked or talked down to me. She patted me on the shoulder. “Asher, you’ve been training all your life. 

“You should’ve been able to win a training session by now,” she whispered. “Yeah, but when you are against ten who love to cheat. It makes things a little difficult,” I whispered back. “Always expect the unexpected and never plan for your enemies to fight fair. You might win if you fight dirty. Your enemies are going to fight dirty,” the senior priest said. 

“I don’t believe in fighting dirty. We aren’t up against the zombies from the Veilers world. I know you have more knowledge of the matter and that I haven’t actually seen a zombie. I have read all the reports and historical books on the subject and nothing really talks about them being vile, undead flesh eaters,” I said. 

The lead priest gave me a disapproving look and then sighed in contempt. “This is why you fail your tests. You don’t have enough faith in the matter. You think too much,” he scolded. I forced myself to not roll my eyes and to keep a calm face and I didn’t say anything in response. “So, you can learn,” another priest said mockingly. This time I couldn’t help it. I rolled my eyes. 

“You think this is a joke? The undead are growing in numbers and the more people who die under their curse, the more rise to kill us. All those reports or stories you’ve read. They aren’t the full story. You don’t know as much as you think,” the senior priest scolded. I had no idea what I have done to make them hate me. They taught us to think and challenge the authorities. Now, every time I do challenge them, my life always implodes around me. They never fight or challenge the others who question the instructors. What was it about me that made them treat me like a punching bag? 

We walked up to a large concrete and white marble structure. A large round field with multiple ring layers. During tournaments, we would be split into teams and compete. The winners would then be randomly put in smaller teams and then groups and pairs until it’s down to four participants who then fight for victory. A victory in the arena gives the warrior, or even acolyte prestige and the chance of proving themselves on an actual mission. 

I had to do my best today. No, I had to fight better than my best and win today. I needed to finally prove myself. I know I shouldn’t be treated like this. I know my father was strict and stern when it came to our order and survival. He always told me the books, tomes, scrolls and historical scriptures that are placed in the holy library within the grand monastery cathedral was truth. Why would he allow our people to tell me and to believe that they were lies and untruth. Something didn’t make sense. 

This could be another test that he concocted to test my faith and my belief and powers to the order. I needed to be true to myself. I entered through the large entryway and walked to the center of the arena. The others followed close behind. “I don’t see your personal religious sect attached to your belt loop. You know you don’t have a chance of beating us without a tunic religious weapon,” the senior priest commented. 

I really should remember their names, but for some reason after every mission. Memory fragments vanish from my mind. I no longer remember any of these groups names. I didn’t even remember much about myself. I got this eerie feeling that if I failed this training mission, I was going to lose more than just a few memories. I reached into my leather pants and pulled out a collapsable oval device. 

I clicked the button and it opened up to reveal a crooked, curved and sharp cross with eulogy and funeral texts and religious symbols and holy glyphs. A light blue, purely white crystal rested in the center. I didn’t want to reveal the truth about the weapons full capabilities at this time. I personally designed it in the workshop. I inscribed the weapon personally. I tested the spells myself to make sure they worked effectively. I
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