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Pronunciation Guide
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Meiora (Meye-or-uh)—Darci’s cryarsh 

Myzonia (my-zone-ee-uh)—Adrian’s world

Oria (or-eye-uh)—Darci's world

Faolàn (fay-oh-lahn)—boy

Stygo (sti-go)—pink fruit, cross between apple and berries

Zaiven (zi-ven)—small village near Adrian’s house 

Rizyrk (ri-zirk)—capital of Myzonia

Novundo (no-voon-doh) capital of Oria 

Khitaen (kite-en)—God of War and Peace

Araina (uh-rain-uh) Goddess of Light

Luna–Goddess of Wind and Sky

Markyr (mar-keer) God of Fire and Ice

Cryirz (cry-irz) God of Night

To anyone who has ever felt like the villain in their own story.

In long times past before all that is

Death walked hand in hand with Life.

But in its greed, the God of Death sought to take more than it was allotted

Death searched for a place amongst the living.

But all that is and all that was could not coexist with monsters.

Life pushed back and Death was shunned. 

War broke the ties between worlds, and the destruction from a war between gods and goddesses left the people devastated. 

Death was banished. 

Its role left corrupt and broken

Forgotten by man and gods alike.

—-A Myzonian Account
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Prologue
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Death was my friend once. I knew it deeply and profoundly in every corner of my being. The others feared its power—-feared what it could do if left unchecked. Not me. I was never afraid of it. Until it came for me; then left me behind.

I didn’t want much—-to live a life of peace, to taste love. A life where shadows stayed hidden, and the ghosts of my past haunted someone else for a change. 

But monsters come for us all eventually. 

Someone screams. Wings beat the air somewhere far away. A chill crawls up my spine, and movement amongst the trees draws my eyes. Cold sweat wets my skin, and I see two white eyes watching me from the darkness. I smile, though the terror building within my chest makes the movement painful. I’ve been here before. I’ve seen him. 

A sharp pain slices across my palms. I lift them slowly and see the fine line of blood growing from the fresh wounds. A bargain. A deal. Alongside the blood, a dark tendril of shadow escapes my flesh. Rage consumes me.

Betrayal. Poison. I snap my gaze back to the eyes drawing ever closer to me. A figure shrouded in black robes. No, a cloak. No, shadows. Liar. They don’t belong to you. 

The pounding of my blood echoes in my ears. A great winged beast flies overhead. More screams fill the air. A thousand shadows pour out of the forest around me, rushing toward every living being in their path. The cloaked figure draws closer, its movements light and ethereal like its floating above the ground. I know he’s not. 

None of this is real. 

I whisper the mantra to myself, or I might simply think the words. Kiran screams at me to run. Get out! Get out! Run! 

Everything around me blurs. My eyes burn with the ash and soot smothering the life out of this world. 

No. We all burn here.

He grabs my hand. Doesn’t he feel my blood? Something shifts. My mind collapses in on itself. I yank my hand back from this stranger. Who is he? Do I know him? Small versions of him parade through my mind. Who are they? 

They fade and become wisps on the wind, disappearing. I try to hold the image of them, but they are like sand through open fingers. 

But who is he? Who are they?

A door closes. Darkness falls upon me—-upon us. It feels wrong. It feels foreign. The fire in my chest suffocates and dies, pushed down by someone’s will. No, not dead. Not really. 

Shadows. There are so many shadows. 

Death was a friend of mine until it left me behind.  
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Darci 

An omen of death and destruction follows me—-shadows teasing the corner of my vision.  They dance in the corners of my eyes noticeably enough that I turn my head. There for a breath, then gone like a ghost. I get the strange feeling that I barely missed whatever was taunting me. Perhaps I blinked too often or waited too long to peer over, but it’s always the same—a movement to the side and chills of trepidation living with me daily. 

I see it again in the corner of my eye, but I focus on the task before me. I don’t have time to wonder who’s there or what they want. I don’t have time to be going crazy. I ignore it and keep working on the bread dough under my hands. 

I’m all alone now with only my memories to remind me of everything I’ve lost. Everything is different. War devastated my world. The proud land where I was born crumbled under the pressure of wealth, power, and greed. Some of it from within, no doubt. A lot of it came from the invaders—the dark forces swept in like a plague and stole the lifeblood of this land. 

I wonder sometimes if there was more to it. If the shadows I see are a taste of what was responsible for our downfall. If something we cannot see with the naked eye exists—-a world within a world. Other places existing with magic and wonder unlike this one devoid of power and beauty. Those other worlds might simply be full of evil and darkness, too. It’s nonsense. Magic isn’t real, and why I see darkness flickering in my peripheral vision probably has more to do with the state of my mind than anything supernatural. Still, the thought nags at me from time to time. Those enemy forces moved quickly and without much resistance. We didn’t stand a chance against their might. 

My family crumbled to pieces because of the shadows. Children and a husband—all gone—leaving me alone with my thoughts and broken heart. Our friends and neighbors who survived the fallout of war fled this land and this town, surrounded by shadowy woods on our south and east and a vast ocean on the west.  

No one bothers me here. No one comes this far out of the town. No one comes to my house. 

I think the woods scare them away. 

When the warriors invaded, they were subtle at first. They chose to come on foot through dark and wooded lands appearing out of the shadows like phantoms and demons. They invaded the obscure, seemingly safe towns, the towns not big enough to call a city. Those places where one thinks nothing bad will happen here. We were all painfully wrong. Whole communities vanished overnight. Children disappeared into the dark, lost to the woods and the armies camped there. 

I live near the forest, and people’s memories endure. No one risks their lives and their families by living here. It may be the most generous source of life we can access, but it is also the one most likely to steal it away.  I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t live here either. But I have nothing to lose, and my memories are my punishment. 

I notice movement again, and the sound of footsteps moving in the room off the kitchen. The sound startles me enough that I almost drop the dough. I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the shadows to haunt someone else. My skin crawls with goosebumps, but as I count to ten, the footsteps stop. Opening my eyes, everything appears normal again. 

Maybe it is coming for me through the shadows. The shadows that took everything important to me when I failed to save those I love. Now, I would welcome the darkness with open arms, embracing death–unafraid and reunited with my family. At least, I think I would. 

These thoughts plague me every day as I work to stay alive. I try to stay alert, but most days I feel numb. I can’t help it. It is easier to feel nothing than to feel everything.    

The sensation that I’m not alone sends shivers up my spine again. Another shadow scurries across my vision in the corner. I pause my work, remaining quiet and watchful, and shift my eyes to the corner of the room. I listen for any sound, any evidence someone or something is there. It is unsettling how I feel certain I saw someone move out of the corner of my eye; yet at the same time, I am certain nothing is in the room with me. Nothing is in the house. I worry the memories of my family escape my mind and come to life, for a moment. A part of my heart is still hopeful and longs to have them back in my home making noise and causing chaos, to the point, I’m delusional enough to believe they are here. 

I wait a minute longer, not moving. It is eerily quiet, but I don’t see anything. 

I finish the dough, place it in the pan, and put it into the stone oven I’ve built along my fireplace. The new sovereign of this world prioritized the capital of Novundo for most resources. He is a tyrant who only wants the resources of this world for himself. He doesn’t care if he cripples the rest of the towns and the people around him to do it. Rage flares to life in my chest for the briefest of moments. I breathe hard through my nose to calm myself. A tingling in my fingertips draws my attention, and I rub my fingers together to remove the sensation before holding my hands toward the fire’s warmth.

My days are spent building fires, maintaining fires, cooking over fires, and staring at fires. I hate them and their smell. 

A soft whoosh comes through the open window, and I’m reminded summer is over and fall is here. It is time to clean the garden and harvest the rest of what I have. We used to have longer, warmer summers. It wasn’t unusual for us to still have warm weather for eight months out of the year, but when evil people use war and any means necessary to destroy things, it can change the weather for the whole world. Whatever forces they used to destroy towns released enough debris and darkness into the sky that the sun now spends a lot of its time obscured. A constant gray haze hangs over all of us, and the shadows on the horizon never fully leave.

I still think there was more to it than simply greedy people. I believe darkness and evil are more tangible than we think, and there might be a little bit of magic leaking into the world somewhere polluting us with death. This thought irritates my mind because it seems vaguely familiar, though I can’t figure out why. 

An hour later, the bread is done, and I venture to the nearest neighbor’s house to trade. As I walk on the broken stone of what used to be a well-maintained road, I can’t quite shake the feeling I’m being followed. Or that someone is watching me. The sensation frays at my nerves. The road to my neighbor’s borders the woods for a mile. I periodically check to see if anything is causing a stir, but the woods are alive and happy with creatures—normal creatures. Squirrels scurry up trees; birds sing; the occasional deer meanders over a fallen log. There is enough noise to know that right now no danger is lurking nearby. 

The downside to trees is the ever-present shadows. The movement of the branches swaying in the wind makes the shadows dance and makes me jumpy. My heart beats a harder rhythm. I can’t distinguish between the trees’ shadows and the shadowy movements lingering in my peripheral vision. Are they there? Or is it the breeze keeping me on edge?

Just as I step out of the presence of the woods, I hear them—-footsteps. My body freezes though my mind screams that I should run. I can’t stop myself from looking over my shoulder. The shadow of a man stands in the distance obscured by trees. Who could that be? Who would be following me? Terror grips my chest. I turn quickly and trot farther away from the trees, hoping whoever is in the woods doesn’t follow me. When I put a greater distance between me and the forest, I slow to a walk and listen. No footsteps. No sounds. I steal a glance behind me again, but no one is there. Maybe I imagined it. 

It is a relief to escape the shadows of the woods for open fields. Some fields haven’t recovered from the war and lay barren and burnt. Others managed to escape the war without any scars. Those are kind of beautiful now. Nature takes over what once belonged to it, and the former inhabitants are being forgotten. A smile touches my lips for a moment. Life prevails. 

My neighbor’s home, the McClanes, is rundown but clean. They’ve managed to keep it from falling to the ground and their small number of livestock keeps them from starving or being downright poor like me. I walk up the creaky porch steps and knock. Their old dog, Rust, dozes on the porch without a care in the world oblivious to my presence. At this point, I’m unsure if he is deaf and blind, a terrible guard dog, or simply recognizes my smell and finds me unworthy of his efforts to wake up. Can’t say I blame him. 

The latch clicks and the door squeaks as Mrs. McClane opens it to me. 

“Hi there, Darci. Peace to Novundo. How are you today?” Her use of the customary greeting required in our land now grates on my nerves, but I try not to show it. She reaches out and pulls me in for a hug. She’s almost like family to me. If I let myself get close to feeling anything for anyone ever again, she would be the one to stir it within me. Instead, I resist the sentiment.

“Peace to Novundo,” I murmur. One does not snub the capital of our new world. Not if they want to continue living. I can’t risk the possibility she would turn me in to the authorities. Even family can betray you. “I’m doing okay. How are you guys?” I smile slightly. 

“Now Darci, how many times have I told you to call me Eleanor?  We’re doing just fine by the way.” She pats my arm.

“I know. It just doesn’t quite feel polite.” I don’t want to love someone else who might end up dead. “I have some bread I made this morning. I didn’t know if you would be interested in trading for some eggs and goat’s milk?” I unwrap the loaves to let her get a peek. 

“Ooh, I think I can manage that. How many eggs do you need, honey? I just milked Greta and have a pint jar I can trade too.” 

“Whatever you can spare. Has Mr. McClane started hunting for the season?” 

“Two dozen it is.” She smiles knowingly. “He hasn’t started yet, but he’s getting ready to go out next weekend. You wantin’ to join him again?” 

I don’t want to join him, but survival requires death. “Yeah, if he doesn’t mind to have a tag-along again,” I say sheepishly.

“Oh, you know he doesn’t mind! Besides, what are neighbors for if we don’t look out for one another?” 

Eleanor McClane and her husband Rick are in their sixties. I’m not entirely sure how they managed to survive the attacks. They’ve never elaborated on those details. All I know is they lost one of their sons and his family in the war and their other son lives two days away. Two days is a long journey when this much uncertainty waits for us on the roads. I know she misses him. But she doesn’t talk about him, and I don’t talk about my life either. 

“Just let me know when he plans on heading into the woods,” I murmur. I cringe at my mistake. Most don’t venture into the woods to hunt. They stay on the outskirts. Set up corn traps to draw the deer out and to easily kill them without having to cross the border. 

Mrs. McClane’s face pales, and I immediately try to backtrack. 

“I mean, let me know when he plans on getting set up. I prefer to have another person with me when hunting. Makes it a little less lonely.” I’m rushing my words, mumbling. I don’t mind being lonely when I hunt, but Mr. McClane has more resources to draw the deer out of the trees. He always gets what he needs, and if I work with him, he’ll offer to help me clean and prep the meat afterward. It’s like I said. Survival requires death, but I don’t care for this part of living. 

“Now, don’t tell me you’ve been wandering into the woods after meat,” she scolds. “Especially all on your own?” Her concern taints the air between us. 

“I try to avoid going into the woods as much as possible. But sometimes, hunger takes priority.” We don’t all have chickens, cows, and pigs from which to glean a little bit of meat, but I keep those thoughts to myself. 

“I worry about you, Darci. You are far too young to be out here surviving on your own. Won’t you consider coming and living in the small house next to the barn? You’d still have your own space, but you wouldn’t be right next to those woods. And you wouldn’t be all alone.” 

I’m not “far too young.” I’m thirty, though I feel ancient. But I guess perspective is everything here. 

“I don’t mind being alone. I’ll be fine.” I hand her the bread. Today, I won’t have to make a trip to town. Today, I can walk the two miles back home, instead. 

“Alrighty, if that’s what you prefer. You want something to eat? Maybe a drink?” She balances the bread in her hands and nods her head in the direction of the open door for me to follow her inside. I obey and hold the screen door open for her. 

“No, it’s okay. I brought a canteen, and I ate before I left.” A lie. Her slight smile knows it, but she also knows food is limited and sharing is hard. 

“Alright. I’ll go grab your eggs and milk.” She limps off toward the kitchen, and I hear her puttering around, grabbing cartons and getting the essentials out. 

I stand quietly by the door and lose myself in my thoughts. Her living room is off to the right. An old red couch and armchair sit with tattered upholstery next to each other. They put in a stone fireplace in the far-right corner alongside the front window, looking out onto the porch. To my left is a closet door. Most likely a coat closet. It’s cracked open slightly. The pale green paint of the room is faded and old. I sigh and glance back towards the kitchen. 

My pulse jumps. There it is again in the left-hand corner of my vision. A quick scurry across the room. Almost as if it came out of the closet five feet away from me. I can’t help it; I have to look. Nothing. No shadows move. Yet the hairs on my arms stand up and my skin is tingling. Its presence is stronger than before, for whatever reason. I need to get home. I need to start walking back so I don’t have to be near the woods in the dark. 

Mrs. McClane’s uneven gait gets louder as she returns to the front door. 

“Here you go, sweetie. Two dozen eggs and a pint of goat’s milk.” 

I tuck them into my basket and cover them up with my towels. “Thank you so much. You saved me a trip into town.” 

“Well, that alone is worth coming this way. Would you like to stay and visit for a bit?” 

I smile, “I really can’t. I wish I could. But I don’t want to walk home in the dark.” Even Mrs. McClane can’t argue. She pulls me into one more hug and opens the screen door. Mr. McClane is walking up the porch steps as I step out.

“Hey, Darci. You bring us some good bread again?” He shakes my hand firmly. His eyes are piercing, and it makes me a little nervous. Something about his gaze feels wrong. 

“Sure did. I need to be getting on the road though now. Let me know when you plan on hunting, okay?” 

“I sure will. I can always use some company when trying to get some meat for dinner.” He pats me on the back. The gesture comes across as fatherly, but my muscles tighten involuntarily. I force a smile and walk down the steps.

“I’ll see you another time.” I wave to them both. Mrs. McClane gives me a wistful smile. I think she wishes she could take me in like another child–to not feel so deeply her separation from her son. Nevertheless, I don’t plan on letting them get too close. We need each other to survive. Or maybe I need them more than anything. That’s all this is. Humans helping other humans live. 

I start down the road again—-this time heading home. I avoid resting even though I’m getting thirsty. I don’t want to delay my return to the safety of my house. When I reach the woods, I take a deep breath and try to remind myself nothing is ever there and I am safe. Lies.

But the woods are not as benign as when I first walked through them. As I pass under the shadows of the trees, I notice a presence hovering nearby. In the corner of my eye, I see movement, and the shadow causing it lingers this time. I don’t know why. It hugs the side closest to the trees. If I turn my head, I might not be alone anymore, and the thought terrifies me.

My gait falters only slightly, and I keep my eyes forward. If I run, will the strange darkness follow? I continue on the uneven ground, and the shadow never leaves. It stays resolute like a person waiting for me to acknowledge their existence. When I’m halfway through the wooded stretch, I realize something else. It is quiet, unsettlingly quiet. The creatures of the woods have gone still, and I managed to miss the shift until now. 

I pick up my pace, and my heart pounds. My mind runs through all possible scenarios. All the possible ways of escape from this encounter. Is it a man or a beast? Could an enemy soldier be after me?  Dread grows in my stomach, and it takes all my willpower to control my emotions. 

As quickly as it appears on the edge of my vision it vanishes. I step out of the shadows on the road into the dim, fall sunlight. My home is not far, and the foreboding is gone. A bird squawks from the treetops. No shadows dance in my periphery.  

I am alone again. 
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I stumble into my house and slump against the door. The small home with a couple of bedrooms has never felt more welcoming. My heart calms after the strange events on the road. The dull gray of the walls seems darker than usual, but I think it’s because the house is emptier than it should be. Sadness stains the walls and makes me feel that even the shadows can taste my sorrow. I take my boots off at the door because old habits die hard and carry the eggs and milk into the kitchen. The milk will be my protein source today. I’ll save the eggs for other meals because they’ll last longer. 

The back of my house faces the woods. I keep the blinds closed now, but I know the hill sloping down to the shadows is there. I don’t want to have reminders of how quickly death came to this house. Most of my life is lived in this small place with these painful memories of my children and husband. I should leave, but I would have to care, to feel something to justify leaving. I secretly hope death will come for me too. 

Darkness settles into the corners of the house as the sun goes down. Walking to the wood pile next to the back door, I gather a few logs so I can start the fire for the night. The events of the day consuming my thoughts as I work. Once the blaze burns brightly, I settle into the chair with the goat’s milk and some beans from the garden. The crackling fire and the soft crunch of fresh uncooked beans are the only sounds I hear. If there is one thing I’ve grown to hate, it’s the eerie glow cast onto the wall by the fire’s flames. Shadows dance around me, leaving me unsettled and nervous. I’m being watched again; I’m not quite alone. I know this instinctively. The hairs on my neck stand up, and I pause for a moment from my chewing. I don’t look up right away. I wait to see if the shadows move less predictably.

They don’t, but the weight of another presence presses down my spine. I think it has become more tangible in the past few months. It wasn’t like this, at first, when things settled down from the invasion. I thought I would be safe and forgotten here. What more could the enemy want? What more could they steal they hadn’t already taken or destroyed? 

This land is called Oria now, along with most of the world. When the kingdom of Khatum decided we all belonged to them, they swept in from the west and moved like monsters, taking what didn’t belong to them. They were shadows of fear and death, and no one stopped them. Only a tiny island kingdom far out in the ocean managed to escape the bloodshed.

This was the last I had heard when I ventured into town, and the information was almost two years old by then. I’m not sure why Khatum spared that kingdom or how it avoided conquest. It stood its ground though, and Oria became what is today without them—a kingdom devoid of joy and peace and only caring for the elite in its society. 

Now, I stay out of everyone else’s way, and they avoid me too, and this is as good as it is going to get. I shake my head and take another bite of a bean. I’ve let my thoughts drift away from me again.   

Shortly after the war ended, I saw the shadows maybe once a week. Eventually, they appeared once a day for the past six months. But there has been no change since then. Tonight, however, I feel it. I sense the presence of someone else, another mind sharing this place. The shadows on the wall begin to quiet. I’m left with only one shadow in the corner of my eye that won’t leave me alone no matter what I do. 

I glance to the left. At first, I’m not sure I see anything. Then, I notice a darkness moving on its own. It is denser and darker than the other shadows. It freezes the moment I look at it. I suck in a breath and hold it, my heart pounding in my chest. I have the strangest urge to reach out–to see if the shadow will return the gesture, but tonight, I am too afraid. 

I quickly turn my gaze away again. Back to my jar of goat’s milk, I bring it slowly to my lips and take a sip, trying to force the bean down that I didn’t swallow well. In the corner of my eye, the shadow seems to inhale; and then it is gone. Is it living? Sentient? I try not to dwell on it, but now every shift in darkness I see makes me feel certain I’m not alone in this house. Whatever follows me is becoming bolder. The shadow seems as surprised as I am when I look at it. Almost as if it didn’t expect me to notice it moving around the room. I can’t explain how I discern emotion from a shadow.  I feel it. 

The rest of the night is quiet though tense. I decide it will be best to stay curled up on the chair instead of venturing into my room. I want to stay close to the fire. Close to the warmth and away from the impenetrable darkness. It’s the first time in a long time that I miss filling the house with light, if only to dispel any dark corners that could be occupied.

After a couple of hours, I slip into a dreamless sleep until morning. 

—
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I STARTLE AWAKE WITH a headache and a sore neck. For a second, I forget why I’m sprawled across the chair, but the memory of the night before comes to me and I look automatically to the corner of the room. It’s empty. No strange shadows or darkness of any kind. The sun is shining through the windows, and I feel the tension release in my chest as I exhale. Rubbing my face, I move to stand and stretch feeling every bit decades older than I am. 

I walk to the front of the house and look out the windows. It’s sunny and looks warm. An ache swells in my chest as I feel the deep loss more than usual today. The loneliness is starting to get to me. Maybe my loneliness is making me create these shadows. I’m imagining all of it–my mind’s feeble attempt to remedy an issue that is slowly getting worse. Madness.  

“I miss you.” My voice is tight with disuse. “It’s stupid because I know you can’t hear me. But I miss you, and I’m tired. Tired of waiting to die. Tired of trying to live.” 

The words are spoken into the air falling flat and empty. None of them can hear me, but I miss them. I want to be a part of their world wherever they might be. 

A sound scrapes along the floor of the other room. My heart immediately jumps into overdrive, adrenaline coming to the forefront. I turn quickly and look through the door into the room I’d been sleeping in. I don’t see anything. It sounded like someone pushed a chair back across the floor. I tiptoe to the threshold peeking towards the kitchen on my right. The chairs sit in the same place they always have. My mind knows no one is there, but my mind screams I’m not alone in this house. Not anymore.  

“I think it’s time to go work outside today,” I say to no one. I think. “Great, now I’m losing my mind entirely.” 

I walk to the front door, slip shoes on my feet, and step out onto the porch. The porch creaks under my feet. It has held up decently over the past couple of years, but the railing is wobbly and the wood protests a bit more than it used to. I grab my basket off the step and head towards the garden behind the house. A creak sounds from behind me back on the porch. I twirl around to face whatever is there, but no one stands on the porch. There are no shadows in strange places. I breathe deeply through my nose, blowing the air out between my lips. It’s nothing. Nothing is there. 

Unfortunately, the sunniest place for my garden sits only a small distance from the wood line which means two things. One, I have to get close to the trees and the memories I avoid, and two, the deer have easy access to my fruits and vegetables. 

It’s...inconvenient. I have a week of harvesting to do before the weather shifts dramatically. Time spent amongst growing things reminds me life persists even when circumstances deem it improbable. There is some peace to be found when my hands are in the soil. 

Around me, the woods quiver with sound. Birds singing and a soft breeze whispering through the remaining leaves on the trees create calming music to my ears. It’s a pleasant sort of sound; I feel a little less alone and a little safer when I am outside. An hour passes by quickly when nature’s music suddenly ends. 

Tension coats the air as I pull up a weed. Unnatural stillness settles over the trees, and I know without a doubt I am being watched. My body goes still. Is this what deer feel like when they pause in the presence of a predator? My skin feels tingly. I expect it now. The shadow shows up in my vision in the corner. It’s darker this time and has a shape. I also think if I look up, it won’t be gone. It will be there waiting for my interaction. I slowly suck in a deep breath and decide to be brave. 

Without looking up, I clear my throat and speak in the steadiest voice I can manage. “What do you want?” 

I’m not sure I expect an answer, but I want one nonetheless. 

“What do you want with me?” The shadow shifts. Is it thinking? 

“I don’t enjoy being stalked. If you’re going to kill me, can you...get it over with?” I face the monster now. It watches me from mere feet away, or I think it does. It doesn’t reflect any of the shapes around it. It is not the shadow from the trees or the broken polls around my garden. It doesn’t look like a person and has no eyes or face. It is tall and narrow with black wisps floating around it in various directions. It moves as if the wind blows through it; like coal black hair, silky and smooth and fluttery in a breeze. 

I suddenly don’t feel afraid. I don’t know why, but it doesn’t seem to be a threat to me. If it is, it doesn’t want to be. Is this real? Am I seeing this? 

I swallow, “Well if you’re going to, uh, be there, can you at least be where I can’t see you? You’re very distracting.” The shadow shifts again. This time, I realize the darkness is creeping along the ground from the base of the shadow towards me. The relief I was feeling might have been misplaced. 

I stand up quickly trying to step back on the soft turned earth of my garden. Of course, now is the time I trip over my spade and fall on my butt with a grunt. I roll over quickly to my hands and knees and go to stand when I realize the darkness has surrounded me and settled on the soil in front of my fingers. I freeze. 

“Okay,” I whisper. “You can stay.” I can’t breathe. There is a strange longing swelling inside of me. Something familiar and safe. I want to touch the shadow like it is an old, familiar friend. I want to know what it is. Without realizing it, I rock back onto my heels and reach forward slowly with my right hand. My fingers are shaking and tingling. I can’t stop it though. My heart pounds in my chest; maybe it will burst and I’ll die from fear right now. 

My fingers feel cold. The tips are an inch away from the darkness. I know at this moment I’m not going to stop. As they pass into the shadow, I feel a spark of pain and power. A current rushes up my arm into my core, and I gasp. It feels cold and warm like plunging into a pool of cool water on a hot summer day. It is strangely good, almost comforting. My heart calms and my breath evens out. I twist my hand side to side through the dark. The shadows are tangible. They are soft and velvety—cold but alive. These are not shadows from the trees or any other being. They belong to a sentient being I had no idea existed. 

My mouth turns up slowly into a smile and for the first time in two years, I am not alone. The shadows respond like a cat, curving and arching up around me. I giggle–I actually giggle–and turn to face the origin of this darkness. The figure has shifted and molded looking more like water shimmering as it pours over a ledge in a creek. It doesn’t seem any different. It doesn’t look afraid or mad (as if I could tell the difference in this creature). Its liquid-like appearance melts into the ground and spreads out to fully encompass where my knees press into the earth. It is all around me, within me, and on me. I hold my hand up to my face and see little flames of shadow lick from finger to finger. 

Suddenly a bird caws in the treetops and the spell is broken. The shadows disperse from my vision, and I am left gasping for breath on the ground with my basket of vegetables knocked over. For some reason, I don’t think it left me. I look at the woods and my house. I don’t see the full-fledged form of darkness standing anywhere, but suddenly all the shadows around me seem less ominous. 

I’m not alone in this world. The relief is intoxicating, and I’m pretty sure I touched magic. 
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Three 
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Two Months Later

Shadows flicker on the wall as the fire warms the living room of my house. Occasionally, they slide across the floor and mingle with my shadow. When they do, I feel them. Every day, I wake up to them on the walls and in corners they shouldn’t be. I know them now though, and I am not afraid. Maybe I’ve completely lost it, but I speak to the shadows like they are people occupying my rooms, my home, my heart. They don’t speak back. I kind of wish they would. Whatever this creature is, it seems to understand me. Sometimes, it takes a more solid form like a man’s silhouette; but other times, it remains as scattered splashes of dark around me. When it comes close enough to touch, it feels like soft blankets. 

Tonight, I’m working to keep the house warm as fall gives way to our first winter storm. The coming storm will likely drop a lot of snow. The skies look grumpy and heavy with precipitation, and the sun appears fainter than usual because of the darker cloud cover. It’s nothing I’m not used to. I put the extra wood on the back deck next to the door within easy reach so I can feed the fire all night. I’ll sleep in the living room on a mat near the hearth. The room will stay warmer than my bedroom and I’ll be able to avoid shivering all night. 

Shadows trickle off the walls and twine around my fingers. 

“Hi there, how are you this evening?” I smile softly. It responds by wrapping a little tighter around my right thumb. 

“Maybe someday you’ll tell me your secrets, hmm?”

It’s nice having company, but I long for real conversation. Since the shadows revealed themselves to be friendly, I have not noticed nor heard any other sounds in my house. Yet, unease seeps into my chest at the thought because I start to wonder if maybe the shadows weren’t the ones who made those sounds in the first place. Maybe the shadows are keeping me safe. 

I crawl under the covers and stare at the fire.  If I dwell too long on the state of this broken world I live in, I’ll find myself worked up over things I can’t change. Fire still burns within me, even in my reticence. I hate the destruction of what was once good and beautiful. Monsters come for us all eventually, though. Don’t they?

I went hunting with Mr. McClane a month and a half ago. We spent a mere four days in the woods or on the edges of it. They didn’t scare me like before. Ever since my encounter with the shadow creature, I have felt a lot braver in the world of trees. Between the two of us, we brought home six deer. The plus side of fewer people living here means the deer are multiplying faster than ever. Mr. McClane was gracious enough to help me with cleaning my portion and hauling them back to my home. I enjoyed working with him. He is a man who speaks little, but whose company is steadfast. When I got home, I worked on smoking most of the meat and saving a small amount to cook fresh for a few days. 

Tonight, I’m lying here with a belly full of potatoes and smoked deer. A welcome feast to keep me warm with the plummeting temperatures. Two and half years of solitude leaves me rough around the edges. I miss the life I lived with my sons and my husband. It’s better this way though. Fewer people to feed means surviving isn’t as difficult, and I don’t have to watch anyone else starve. 

I sigh, and the shadows sweep over me again–velvety and warm. I can’t resist the pull of slumber any longer. 

—
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SCREAMING AND EXPLOSIONS echo all around me. I’m running as fast as I can, feeling the crunch of nuts under my feet. I trip down the hill towards the woods, towards the danger. My voice is raw as I scream their names. I can hear them in the woods. He’s right behind me. His voice is raw too. We breach the wood line and plunge over the edge of a small ravine into rocks and branches and blood. I see them moving up ahead, dragging them off. My boys fight, clawing and screaming. They’re too small! Tiny and frail next to the monsters leading them farther away. Monsters looking like men, but shrouded in darkness and evil. 

My lungs are on fire, and my heart is pounding. He surges ahead of me leaping over fallen logs and into the fray of smoke and weapons and more explosions. I hear other screams and other children being stolen. He’s almost there. He’s almost to them now. I know this feeling. The smell of ash and burnt flesh and the metallic taste of blood in my mouth–it feels like war. 

I want to scream, but my lungs have no air to spare for sounds. I might vomit, but I swallow down the bile and force myself to continue. This is terror. This is death staring me in the face. The shadows on the trees swell and move. They’re stealing my boys. 

I trip and fall head-first into a branch I didn’t see ahead of me. Bright pain wraps its claws around my head and stars flash in my vision before spots of black spread out. I can’t get up. The only things existing are blood, pain, and darkness. 

Gasping I sit up. Sweat makes my clothes cling to my skin. My heart pounds like I’ve been running through the woods. I can taste blood on my tongue. I may have bitten it in my sleep. 

“It was a dream. It was just a dream.” I whisper. But it wasn’t just a dream. It was real, and it was my life. It was everything I had locked away in my mind months ago. After months of being numb, all the shock and trauma is raging to the surface, my ability to hold them at bay waning. I take a deep breath trying to calm the adrenaline and sorrow pulsing through me. I feel a sob deep in my throat, and I swallow it back down. I will not cry tonight. 

I glance around the room noticing the fire has died down more than I would like it to. I stand up flexing my fingers and walking towards the back door. I throw a couple more logs on the fire and then poke it for a few minutes to encourage the flames. The wind howls outside. It is colder than it was earlier, and the pings of icy precipitation pelting the window rivals my meager fire’s crackles. Once I’m sure the fire is happy and roaring, I make my way to the front window and pull the makeshift curtain–an old blanket–to the side. Snow. Lots and lots of snow. Exactly what I thought might come. Winter is here. 

As I walk back to the living room with the fireplace, I get the strange sensation I’m not alone in this room. There is nowhere to hide or disappear, but something feels off. I’ve grown used to the presence of the shadow creature, but I can’t figure out why I sense another person here. My skin tingles, and I force myself to open my senses to any sounds or smells that seem out of place. I instinctively look to the walls seeking out my shadows. Scanning the room, my eyes linger on the door to my boys’ bedroom, but only for a moment. What I see or don’t see around me makes my blood run cold. 

Instead of shadows, I see nothing but faded paint and old wood. The fire dances now with the influx of fuel I gave it. Its shadows should be on the walls, but they aren’t. My shadows aren’t there either. It’s like someone sucked all the darkness out of the room and replaced it with...nothing, not even light. This makes no sense, but it is unnatural–wrong. It’s the only way I can describe it. 

The shadow creature has fled or hidden itself, and I don’t know why. If I focus on listening, I would almost say I can hear someone breathing in the room and the shuffle of feet on the floor. Fear swells in my chest. 

“Hello?” I wish I sounded braver, but I don’t. Soft thumping grows more distinct. Footsteps. How did they get in? Did they slip in while I slept and hid in another room? I glance at both doors to confirm they’re locked. 

“Whoever you
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