[image: cover-image, DLS | Vol. III | TJOS]
The Jackal of Shades
 
 
By Kyle Belote
Copyright
 
Dark Legacy Series Vol. 3—The Jackal of Shades
Copyright © 2022 Kyle Belote
Revised: 2026
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author, except by reviewers, who may quote brief passages in a review.
 
This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are products of the author’s imagination. Any similarities to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
Edited by: Jonathan Oliver | https://reedsy.com/#/freelancers/jon-o
 
Book Cover by: Ivan Zanchetta © 2024 | https://www.bookcoversart.com
 
Author Website | https://www.outpostdire.com
Dedication
 
	To all those who leapt with faith and took the chance in life; for all those who didn’t, it’s never too late.
Acknowledgments
 
To my pillars of moral support while writing this story, I humbly thank you each of you: Sarah Bickel, Carlos Carrasco, Dwayne Demastus, and David Williamson. You’re all fine people, and the world, along with my craft, is more enjoyable because of you. Though this book marks the parting of ways for some of us as we moved across the globe and started new chapters in our lives, I’m forever grateful y’all were a part of this epic journey. 
To my Substack Ko-dons CJCarp, Should, and Ioleta: thank you for your continued and unwavering support.
A new addition I’d like to acknowledge and thank: Sophie Mickelson, a partner in writing group, an ardent pupil, and a good friend. 
A nod of thanks to Bob Ross for all the technical advice I’ve gleaned from watching your shows. At least now I won’t sound like a complete idiot. Everyone needs a friend. Happy painting, and God bless.
And, of course, to my editor, Jon Oliver. Volume II was your introduction to my world, and it was a brutal one, but I hope now you can enjoy the read.
Terms
 
Current Date: 188th year of the Second Revolution of the 2nd Season.
 
Fortnight—2 weeks
Full Moon—1 month
Season—3 months
Tour—2 years (generally for military and government term)
Score—20 years
Epoch—100 years
Era—500 years
Age—1,000 years
Legend—10,000 years
Fathom—100,000 years
Revolution—10 Fathoms.
 
Titles
Arysto—a title for someone of noble birth, a male, with an undisclosed name or House, the same as saying Sir to a knight or Lord to nobility.
Arysta—a title for someone of noble birth, a female, with an undisclosed name or House.
Mage—another common title like Wizard, except while everyone can be technically called a Wizard, a Mage is someone of magical skill that pursues a career in magic beyond school level.
Madam—proper title of a lady, regardless of birth.
Sire—proper title of a man, regardless of birth, the head of his house.
Lady—woman of noble or minor noble birth.
Lord—man of noble or minor noble birth.
Sorcerer—an evil Rumigul user, a magical person that can do magic without incantations.
Warlock—a Rumigul user, a magical person that can do magic without incantations.
Wizard—general term used for all people of magical abilities.
Witchen—an evil magical user but not a sorcerer, witchens must use incantations and generally use Derengi magic.
 
Dramatis Personae
 
Main Cast:
Starriace—Female, Unknown
Judas Lakayre—Male, wizardkind, Rallocan, Warlock/Exile
Meristal Raviils—Female, wizardkind, Advocate of Law
Norek—Male, traveling scholar
 
Secondary Cast:
Bylos Laket—Male, wizardkind, Rallocan, Operative
Maya Jem—Female, wizardkind, Elysysian, artist
Hyram Belmis—Male, wizardkind, Rallocan, Advocate of Law
 
Krey:
Adder—Male, Adjutant
Tiny—Male, wizardkind, ko-don
 
Supporting:
Harold the Hermit—Male, Unknown
Ahn—Male, elyfian
Sedrus—Male, centaur
Ckarity—King of Thieves
Kam—Male, wizardkind, Forgotten Islander
 
Antagonist:
The Jackal—Male, malevolent entity
Joy—Female, Shade
Samson—Male, Shade
Acumen—Male, Shade
Callum Godfrey—Male, Forgotten Isles king
Marshall Godfrey—Male, Forgotten Islander, Callum’s son
Krurik—Male, wizardkind, dark lord
The Betrayer—Male, wizardkind
 
￼[image: image1.png]
Epigraph
 
Hate can drive a person to do great and terrible things, but so can love; both have the power to become obsessions and destroy.
Prologue
 
With blinding speed and fury, the assassin surged across the room. His target didn’t have time to cry out. The blade found its mark, the serrated steel buried deep in his belly. The man’s hard swallow reverberated, followed by a sudden gasp. 
A shocked expression settled over his pale eyes, like an immortal god finding himself fatally wounded by the lesser creatures.
“You said I was no more dangerous than a dog without teeth,” the assassin whispered. 
He held his victim close, keeping him from falling out the window, then wrenched the blade to the left, spilling blood and intestines. 
“What’s more deadly than a man who has nothing to live for?” 
He grabbed a handful of his insides, bringing them up for his victim to see. 
“A man who’s already dead!” 
With barely an effort, he pushed the dying man backward, and he toppled out the window, screaming until the grisly end, two hundred feet below.
For a moment or an age, the assassin stood with his bloody blade. His heart pounded in his ears, and for the first time since becoming an assassin, he felt a grim satisfaction at a job well done.
Chapter 1 | Glato
 
Three and a half years ago…
 
The night proved to be the only true friend of the homugon in Ermaeyth; that and Glato: the twisted and bent servant to the Lord of the Underworld. 
The world teetered on the cusp of changing forever, and Glato, the ever-faithful minion, would be the catalyst. The gods in all their divine righteousness would succumb to true power, the ruler of the abyss, of the eternal dark, of the final end. If they represented the day, the infernal regions embodied the night; everything had balance.
The world must tilt to darkness to preserve that precious harmony.
He held no delusions; one day the homugon would return to their lair beneath, letting the light take hold, but this marked the first time Apocalypse, the Lord of the Underworld, would be unleashed upon the realm. The master of souls had never set foot where the living tread.
Apocalypse’s success had almost come to fruition with his most significant creation: Xilor. 
That monstrosity was the best he could’ve done given that no nephiliam lived. The race died out a long time ago, at least to Glato’s knowledge. If the nephiliam still lived…well, Apocalypse could walk Ermaeyth now. Instead, they relied on prophecies, hoping they came to pass.
They are coming to pass.
Glato reveled in the thought of the archaic words becoming a reality in his lifetime. His eyes flickered over to the unconscious, naked woman—a cheap whore no one would miss. She’d please his master, being chained up and helpless. 
A cruel smile twisted on Glato’s lips.
The Apostle of the One sat in his new chambers, those belonging to the late archbishop. The elevation in rank had been recent and fortuitous. 
Acrid incense burned as charred black cauldrons bubbled with an odd assortment of herbs, plants, and animal parts, a gooey concoction of roiling substance. Not everyone appreciated witchen alchemy—witchens included. Glato’s scarcity prickled his chest with pride. Though rare, he wasn’t the only one, but as a man with witchen abilities and the power of a wizard, it placed him far ahead of other witchens, even those to the Far East and across the Golden Sea. 
Those Grymulohr witchen rode giant beasts and answered to their fearsome qrydyn, the mother leader.
Fortune smiled on him and spared him a birth in those parts. In that nomadic land, he could only rise as far as an oblo, a man respected for the magical power in his blood, his sole duty to sire healthy female children throughout the tribe. An empty life, servant to the lowliest woman, a tukyn. But he was born on the continents of possibilities and had risen high because of it despite his lowly birth. It wasn’t about the equality of outcome, as he’d never achieve what the nobles did, but he had the opportunity to change his life if he pursued. 
So, he did.
And now, the wealthy and noble alike all flock to me, seeking guidance and prayers.
He shook his head, a sardonic grin splaying across his face.
A lamb lay before him, tethered to a black slab of stone, bleating in intermittent distress. 
Glato chanted the strange words that allowed communion with his master. Everything had a purpose, an order. Expected sacrifices, praises, and offerings were demanded in the demonic homugon tongue. When called forth, a living demonic incarnation of people’s worst fears, the creeping sensations crawled across his flesh and tickled his brain. Their mere presence comforted him like opiates to an addict: sheer ecstasy. 
The homugon was his drug, and he, addicted to their thrall.
Glato’s chanting ceased, and he slit the lamb’s throat. Blood pooled at his feet, and his magic spread it across the floor, a circle for his coming master. While he served the Lord of the Underworld, any homugon was his master. He’d never been successful at calling forth the greatest of demons, but any of them would do, as they would pass his words on to his master. 
The process for allowing the homugon to breach the pall between the world of life and death was challenging, but it could be accomplished with the utmost care. If not, the dimensions could destroy each other. 
He glanced back at the naked woman and dragged her into the casting circle, her back slickened by lamb’s blood. By routine, he made the ring small, but today, he expanded the area many times larger so he could offer her flesh up to…whoever came.
No homugon left the Underworld unless intentionally set free. Numerous prophecies and folklore predicted the end of times—the dawn of doom—when the homugons would enslave Ermaeyth. Glato basked in the thought. He forged the bridges for them to come. He would be his master’s pet, and that was more than anything he could ever hope for. Being the lowliest cur to them exceeded the highest he could attain while alive.
The circle of blood closed, and he knelt like a faithful servant.
The dim room darkened. With a flicker and sputter, the candlelight died. Accompanying the gloom came an intense and terrible fieriness, as if the air boiled while a figure emerged from the ripples of heat and darkness. Its demonic form, the sheer power pulsating out, sent him into convulsions. 
He collapsed to the floor.
Glato gasped for breath, his mouth opened like a fish lying on the shore. Each breath felt like his last. Head lolling to the side, he spied the homugon as it stepped out of the mirror. 
It had bull hooves for feet. Massive, powerful legs that rivaled the circumference of trees helped it stand erect; the beast was immense, a towering twelve feet. Its imposing neck and shoulders stood thick and broad like the base of a mountain. 
The face of the creature was a conglomeration of many animals. 
Glato mustered control over his convulsing body. On his back, he gazed up at the demon.
The face looked wizardkind in an obscured manner, the nose similar, though angular and pointed. Rows of jagged, razor-sharp teeth filled its mouth. The glittering yellow eyes found the one responsible for calling, and a cold knot formed in Glato’s stomach. 
His breath quickened. 
Summons by a mere mortal was considered a ghastly sin, but the witchen was special. The homugon stretched from head to tail-tip, reaching up to the ceiling. Long claws scratched at the ram-like horns crowning its head.
Holding out a broad palm, it beckoned. 
“Come.” 
Its voice was deep, inviting, a whisper curling from its mouth; it resonated in Glato’s chest, the opposite of the way an echo fades.
The apostle crawled forward on his belly. The massive reptile-like body squatted and peered at him with his yellow eyes. Those eyes gave Glato nightmares, torments he craved. The orbs glittered with malevolence, sending chills of ecstasy through him.
The eyes were difficult to comprehend unless gazing upon them. Whoever peered into them could only offer pathetic, imprecise words. The homugon had two eyes shaped like wizardkind, but inside were the orbs of a serpent, vertical diamond slits that dilated like a cat’s.
Three eyes in one. 
Right now, those eyes bored into him. Its face loomed near. The homugon flicked out its forked tongue, tickling Glato’s face, tasting his sweat.
“You’re terrified,” it said in its deep voice. 
The bass felt more like a vibration than that of a sound. 
“Yet sexually aroused. You’re an interesting specimen, Glato.”
“Y-you know my name?”
A sneer curled on the demon’s face. Rows of needle-teeth peeked through pulled lips. Its colossal arms bulged with muscle and veins as irritation shot through the beast. Long claws instead of fingernails extended from its fingertips, absolute like event horizons. 
A massive hand reached out and grabbed Glato by the face, and his feet left the floor while the homugon palmed his head. The creature centered him in the circle of blood and dropped him. 
He staggered as his feet hit the slick floor.
“Do I not seem different to you? Different than the others?” 
It—no, he—folded his massive, red, tattoo-riddled arms. His crimson body gleamed in the faint light where the darkness receded. The black tattooed lines twisted and scrambled, swirled and darted over his body, up his arms, over swelling shoulders, and across his bare, chiseled chest.
A sneer crossed the homugon’s lips.
“Do you not want to worship me?” 
Glato appraised the demon from hoof to horn with wary eyes. This time, in the shadows behind the creature, he spotted the black, fleshy, bat-like wings. Still, he couldn’t answer. He’d seen homugons with and without wings, tattoos, and skin of various hues.
The homugon continued. 
“The others, the ones that you communed with before, are servants of mine; I am the master.” 
A long dark claw pointed in Glato’s direction. 
“You groveled to them like they were gods of the Underworld, as you should, as all mortals will. But the way you praised them is the way they worship me. I am their god, the Lord of the Underworld, the master of Hell. I am Apocalypse.”
Glato convulsed again. 
The massive figure’s penetrating gaze bored into his weak, mortal flesh. Its pheromones permeated the air, overloading his senses, like an addict overdosing on oblivion or the underworld’s gate. When the convulsing subsided, Glato prostrated himself, then came to his knees.
“Master.”
“Why have you called? Being here gives me great pleasure, but you called me from the dark pits of fire and death, from the ghosts and their echoes, from the endless void. What do you want from me?”
“Your guidance, Master, and your blessing.” 
Then, he remembered, waving a hand behind him to the harlot. 
“I’ve brought you a gift.”
Apocalypse’s eyes drifted over to the naked woman, then back to Glato.
“The last time you asked for an audience, you asked for the release of a soul, Vlad Vikal, the first vampire. Yet nothing has been done about the gateway barring our entry to your world. Tell me, what’s so important about releasing that soul, Glato?”
The apostle was at a loss for words in the presence of the mighty homugon. What could he say to make the Lord of the Underworld understand?
“There are many things in particular about that soul, Great One. The first and foremost is that he was the first true follower of the homugon teachings.”
“I know him not.”
“Not in the sense I am, but he embraced the ideals of the theology. He believed tampering with what the One gave was the only way to achieve greatness, completeness. Like wizardkind’s mekkaniques evolve, the farmer and his plow evolve into something better, he too wanted to change the body and soul.”
“Prattle not,” the homugon snapped. “What’s your point?”
“I’ve no doubt he’ll again try to make what he created better, and by doing so, will draw Ralloc’s attention and all those who’d fight to keep you imprisoned. If they knew I intended to release you, they’d stop at nothing to ensure it doesn’t happen, my lord.”
“So, he’s a distraction.”
Apocalypse mulled over his words, and Glato looked up at his master. 
“When Ralloc’s in the fervor of chaos, I can move in and begin working on releasing you. If you shall grant, in your divine wisdom and mercy, one last boon, I can assure your freedom.”
“And if I’m not free? What then, little mortal? I’d still be banished.”
“Please, master, I know I won’t fail.”
“What do you ask?”
Glato licked his lips, knowing that this moment would be the greatest boon, or seal his fate.
“Please, give me the Jackal, my lord. Give me the Jackal and his Shades.” 
Glato bowed low, resting his head on the floor at the hooves of the demon. The deep, resonating laugh came from the belly of the beast, and the room trembled as it echoed out.
“The Jackal of Shades? Most amusing, Glato. You shall have it, the Jackal and his Shades.” 
The homugon’s eyes flickered to the naked woman. 
“Bring her closer that I may partake of her flesh.”
The Lord of the Underworld moved between her legs, leaning over her, leering. The tip of his claw touched her temple, and her eyes snapped open. 
Horror filled her face. 
She screamed, but no one would hear. She gave a frantic and pleading glance to Glato, but he smiled as the homugon ravished her flesh. Screams stifled into groans as the sickening sound of flesh on flesh turned into teeth gnawing on live, raw skin. 
When Apocalypse finished, only shattered, ghostly fragments of her soul remained in her cowed eyes. She didn’t even scream out to her god as he devoured her. 
Glato’s stomach turned, and he swallowed hard, thankful the wet sounds of the demon’s feasting drowned out his reaction.
“The Jackal?” Apocalypse echoed again once he finished. “There’s no turning back. Are you sure you want the Jackal of Shades?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Are you mad, or do you not care about the life you live?”
“For everything to come to fruition, I must succeed. Ralloc must fall under my sway. If it can’t be done, then all is for naught. With the Jackal, no one will stand in our way. In the chaos, I can establish a foothold throughout the realm.”
“The Jackal’s too dangerous for a mere mortal.” 
Apocalypse blinked as if coming to his senses. 
“He would turn on you without conscious thought. I profit not from your death. Who, then, would open the gateway for my slaves?”
Glato swallowed. 
“Give me the power of the Commanding Tongue.”
Apocalypse snarled, clenching a fist, rearing to hit him.
“You’re indeed mad if you think I’d give you the Commanding Tongue!” 
“You could alter it, Master,” Glato screamed, holding his hands up. 
When the blow didn’t land, he continued at a frantic pace. 
“Change it so I only have power over the Jackal and his Shades—to ensure my safety and success.”
The homugon hesitated, mulling over his words. Apocalypse dipped down, scrutinizing him. He might be a coward and yearned to live, but he’d prove his worth and ingenuity.
“Interesting.” 
The homugon’s eyes glittered. 
“You shall have it, an altered Commanding Tongue. Never will you hold sway over another being, immortal or otherwise, or any creature that crawls or walks upon Ermaeyth.”
“Thank you, my Master.” 
Glato put his face to the floor in the act of reverence, but it was to hide his triumphant smile. He straightened and gave a start. The demon’s massive visage loomed much closer. The homugon waved his hands, and a sinister dagger materialized. He placed the vile blade in Glato’s hands.
Apocalypse’s left fingers reached out, his talons pricking Glato’s scalp. In a slow movement, the claws left his hairline, and with it, Glato’s soul untethered from his body. The witchen screamed out, but no sound came from his ethereal form. The sensation gave an intimate understanding of those who’d died by quartering, stretched beyond their limits. 
Though his body remained intact, his spirit extended to the snapping point. He felt every agony, both in the body and beyond, phantom pains, those real and imaginary, all that awaited him should he fail. When he thought his jaw and upper head would shear from his lower incorporeal form, Apocalypse released him.
His specter snapped back into his body. His burning lungs filled with air. Hot tears streamed from his eyes as the cold laceration of his soul closed. Sweat poured from his body. Being confined to his physical form seemed so limited now that he’d witnessed what lay beyond, even if it was excruciating.
“One way or the other, everybody finds their way to the Underworld,” the homugon rumbled. “If you fail me again…”
The false vicar climbed to his shaking feet, a reaction to the retreating homugon.
“What must I do to bring the Jackal and his Shades, Master?”
Apocalypse caressed the silver looking glass, the touch sending out ripples that separated the two planes of existence.
“You must sacrifice the innocent, the unblemished, and the blameless. A child not of the Age of Understanding. He must be orphaned, not kidnapped, and must come without coercion. Plunge the blade into his beating heart. If you can meet all those requirements, the Jackal shall be yours.”
His voice filled with panic, afraid his master would leave without telling him all he needed to know.
“And the Shades?” 
“In the darkness of the world, the Jackal shall call his Shades to him,” the rumbling voice said as the homugon stepped back through the torn pall between the two worlds. 
A sudden and final burst of pheromones rendered Glato unconscious, and he found himself on the floor once more, but when he came to, the mirror had yet to still from the demon’s passage.
Glato pondered the words of the departed homugon, how to fulfill the edicts when fate delivered unto him. The city tried to take in a child whose parents perished in a house fire. At the communal house, he’d be overworked, underfed, and abused. 
Glato, in divine inspiration as an obedient, pious follower, offered him a place among the Disciples of the One. The boy leapt at the opportunity.
During his rushed tutelage, Glato imparted that all faithful followers had to be chaste and celibate, pure of body and spirit. The boy assured him he was and would remain so, for the sake of the One, of course. He was far too young to understand the full breadth of implications, but that didn’t matter. 
Over the next few weeks, he pampered the boy, showing the child what a wondrous god the One was, how the One worked with a Divine Hand in the child’s life. In no time, the boy clamored at the chance to prove his devoutness to Glato and the One.
Deep in the darkened bowels of the temple, he laid the child on the stone slab. 
The Halls of the One, built over long abandoned and forgotten mining shafts, provided the perfect sanctuary. Here, he’d call forth the Jackal. At two ages old, the witchen had discovered the secret chambers, but he wasn’t the first. 
Someone else had unearthed this room long before him. 
With painstaking effort, they altered the cavern of dirt and stone into a tiled room with sparse furnishings. Whoever built this room wasn’t a faithful follower, evident by the few remains he found in the room. Now, this place would serve his purposes.
It had taken him more time than he cared to admit finding the right child or to ready him, but he kept the goal in mind. Glato didn’t know if it was a test or a necessity to meet all the requirements.
Poor child. He doesn’t even know he’s about to die. But all creatures must. Be glad yours will come quick.
“It’s okay,” Glato deceived with a soft, sweet voice. 
A boy of seven, well before the Age of Maturity, the Age of Understanding. 
Innocent. 
“Everything will be alright, I promise. The One rewards bravery and sacrifice.”
Reaching down, he grabbed the hilt of the ceremonial dagger left by the homugon. With alacrity, he slammed the pommel of the blade on the skull of the child, rendering him unconscious. 
It was easier to do this when his fearful eyes weren’t glaring at him.
He flipped the blade around and drove the dagger into the child’s heart. The steel dissolved, absorbed into the boy who twitched and jerked, wiggled and quivered. The broken knife vanished into the fresh wound, and for a moment…nothing. 
All stilled. 
Then, the blade pulled back together, jutted out of his chest, and solidified.
The boy’s limbs snapped, breaking under an arcane influence. Bones jutted through the skin at random intervals, riddling his face and body with small incisions. The skeleton sheared half a dozen times, a score, then more. Each oddly-angled protrusion left numerous scars, like white ivory piercing red, flowing silk. 
Blood rushed from the small body, spilling out. The child morphed before Glato’s eyes, surging into the size of a man, his face—a lacerated and ruined visage—showed signs of maturing adulthood.
The cartilage in the nose shattered and reformed with a sickening sound. His feet scrunched and folded before rebuilding and straightening. The bones shifted back into place, mending faster than a magical spell. The innocent, unblemished child was dead and gone. 
The distorted features of a man, marred by ugly scars, lay before Glato.
Calling the Jackal was tricky and bold for a mortal, but Apocalypse granted the Commanding Tongue, the spell embedded within the sinister knife. The Jackal would bend to Glato’s commands, couldn’t rebel, even if he desired to. Whenever the Jackal called upon the Shades, they would follow, too. The Jackal couldn’t order them to do bodily harm to gain freedom. 
It was perfect, simple. 
The dangerous part, the incantations the homugon gave, would rip the creature’s soul through the planes of existence to the living world. The Jackal wasn’t the soul of a single person but fragments of all the evil and vile spirits lingering beyond. In essence, the Jackal was all of them, and yet none; their sickness and madness forged him into existence.
Embodied chaos. Thousands of souls clamoring for control, all with vile urges.
“One soul of the living for one of the dead,” he read from the hallowed volumes of the departed. “One spirit of innocence for one of the damned. May the blameless be an atrocity, the unblemished, spoiled. One phantom too young to understand for the one who cannot appreciate life. I call you forth, dark spirits. I call you with the Commanding Tongue, in good faith of our master, Apocalypse, Lord of the Underworld.”
A hum built as he spoke, rising with each uttered word. When he called their master by his name, the hum rose with thousands of voices screaming for release. The limp body twitched, and the mouth opened in a silent scream. Through the rend between worlds, from the pits of hell, the cacophony rose like a melody. 
The body convulsed and shook so hard that Glato feared the bones would snap again.
“Arise, Jackal, arise and annihilate our god’s enemies,” he screamed over the noise. 
A silver light exploded into the hidden room, filling it with a brilliance never fathomed. The soul breached the veil, trading the boy’s for a monster. The silver light receded, racing under the corpse’s shut eyelids.
Nothing happened.
Had he failed? Not a sound stirred, no twitch of life. His ragged breath sounded like rushing water over towering falls. His heartbeat resonated like thunder echoing across the rolling plains; his pulse ached through his veins. 
Would they burst at the next beat of his hammering heart? 
Glato’s eyes returned to the corpse. The knife he plunged into the boy’s heart was missing, the gash healed. A vertical slit of marble-white skin shone like moonlight.
Glato stumbled backward, his mind reeling from the unexplained phenomenon. 
The corpse groaned low in his throat as if parched; his chalky-white hands rubbed his forehead before he sat up, the movement slow and otherworldly. Another groan slithered out from the bottom of his throat. He rolled his head around and around, drawing cracks and pops during each rotation. 
When the resurrected man opened his eyes, Glato let out a whimper of fright. The irises shone like mercury, his pupils bright white like winter snow.
Those cold mercury eyes slid to him. 
“Water,” the Jackal groaned.
The apostle stood still, unsure he heard right. The Jackal gazed at him with idle curiosity. Glato spied the madness lurking within, the cogs plotting murder. 
“Water!”
In haste, Glato stumbled across to the bucket of water and dipped a pewter goblet in. Filled, he offered it to the man, who drank greedily. The Jackal motioned for the disciple to fetch the bucket closer. 
In rapt fascination and, if in truth, anxiety, the witchen scrutinized every movement, every pewter refilled. Water trickled out the corners of his mouth, beading down his pale white chin, throat, and naked chest. At some point during the ritual, his skin turned light ash. 
The Jackal finished his eighth cup before rolling his neck again, cracking his spine and neck.
The resurrected man swung his legs off the stone table, hopping down from the altar much like a child, finding joy in the simple gesture. His face turned sinister as he stood straight with a stretch and yawned. Dropping his arms, he locked his gaze with Glato for the first time, causing the other to shiver with disgust. 
He rubbed his tongue along the front of his mouth as if cleaning meat stuck between his teeth, clicked his tongue as he spun around, taking the room in with mortal eyes. His left hand’s fingers spasmed, a brief flutter before he wrangled the tremor under control.
The Jackal’s eyes fell on a large dagger at the head of the altar. Glato cursed himself in silence. The second blade was for his protection, but like a panicking coward, he’d forgotten it. 
The Jackal stumbled towards it; his movements were gangly.
Remnants of the boy’s spirit must still reside somewhere within him. Look at him stumble about like a fool. Or was it because he was previously a drifting spirit?
The Jackal’s hands wrapped around the handle, and he worked his way to Glato. The apostle took a slow step away, then a few more, hurrying with each footfall.
“You can’t do that,” Glato half-warned, half-pleaded.
“What can I say?” the Jackal said in a raspy, nasal voice. “I have an itch that needs bleeding, and there’s no one around but you.” 
He paused and glanced about as if searching for someone. It was a charade at best, one to invoke fear in his prey, and it worked. His awkward steps reminded Glato of a man walking on dry land after being out at sea, sauntering and staggering in a semi-graceful manner.
“Shall I carve you up and make you bleed? Do you know how many hours it’d take for you to die if I beat you to death?” 
His gaze slipped to the bucket. 
“There’s not much water left, but I’m sure I could drown you still.”
The Jackal brushed his near-shoulder-length hair from his face and licked his lips. 
“Just don’t squeal too loud, little piggy, okay?” 
He lunged forward, driving the knife into Glato’s gut. The blade never made contact. His other arm knocked his incoming hand away, the knife skidding across the floor with a loud clang.
The tortured man attended the spinning knife as it halted. He glanced between the blade and Glato while clicking his tongue against his teeth and cheek. 
He tsked. 
“This is going to be a problem.”
His voice, that harsh, raspy, nasal whisper, made Glato’s skin crawl. He lashed out at the unsuspecting apostle, but his hand pulled back before making contact.
“Damn it!” 
He paced the room, his silver eyes never leaving Glato. The apostle squirmed under the Jackal’s gaze. He shuddered as the demonic creature searched for a weakness to exploit, his mind pondering a way past his mandate. 
Glato’s nerve resolved. 
The Jackal couldn’t hurt him, couldn’t do anything unless commanded. He was in charge.
“Jackal, we’ve got work to do. Our master is ready and waiting. You’ve been summoned to help distract Ralloc and aid the master’s coming. You’ll obey my commands at all times. I’m your master.” 
The Jackal stopped pacing. His head snapped at the last declaration. A few deft strides brought the two together. The Jackal snatched Glato by the ears.
“I have no master, altar boy,” the Jackal said through gritted teeth. 
He leered and cackled, rushing forward to kiss him on the lips. The Jackal released him, shoving him against the wall. As he moved off, he scratched his palms idly, murmuring to himself. 
Glato dropped to the floor and retched in disgust. Decay lingered in his mouth; the dead man’s breath smelled like wet leaves and rotting corpses. Gaining control of himself, he glanced up, catching his left fingers spasming again before making a tight fist. 
The apostle wiped the icy feeling from his lips; the Jackal was cold to the touch.
Glato recovered and stood while the Jackal glared at him in contempt. The apostle straightened his robes, smoothed his hair, and stalked forward. 
“If you ever do that again, I’ll find new tortures you’ve never known. Am I understood?”
With a click of his tongue, the Jackal cackled. Glato’s ire rose with the resurrected man’s protracted laugh. He was a fool.
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. The thing has to be insane.
Fuming, he crossed to a standing cabinet and withdrew some plain, dark robes, then threw them toward the ash-white man. 
“Here. Get dressed and get out of here. I don’t want to see you until you’ve acquired your Shades. Be quick about it, too. Our master doesn’t like to be kept waiting. If you drag it out, I’ll tell him you’re the reason for the delay.” 
Glato sneered, a small smile spreading across his face. 
“Just think of all you’re going to do, and he’ll multiply that a hundredfold on you.”
The Jackal ceased cackling and focused his silver and white eyes on Glato. 
“Where do I start?” he groaned out in a sudden moment of sanity and clarity.
“I told you, get your Shades, and then come back to me. Only then will we begin our quest. You’ll kill the true, noble families, weakening the magic in their blood. Once we eliminate enough of them, the pall will rend, and we may hail the coming of our master.”
Glato swept from the room, his robes of high office flapping in his wake as the Jackal hurriedly dressed.
Chapter 2 | Shades of the Jackal
 
Joy, with tears threatening to spill out of her eyes, gazed out the window. 
The sound of merry whistling from the shop below tickled her ears, and it set her nerves alight. She forced it out, letting the sweeping beauty before her eyes carry her away.
It was once said that Mecas River City shined as the most opulent in the two northern domains of Ernrul, the same continent that housed Ralloc to the north. Travelers, merchants, and citizens boasted of the soothing aura. Mecas had all the amenities and vices of the capital, the latter tastefully done. 
Each squat building of wood and stone catered to a social clime divergent from the seat of the government. Where Ralloc had sweeping spires stretching as far as the eye could see, Mecas unfurled in a decorative composition, each crafted and perfected by artisans. The builders tried to emulate the elyfian, making works of function and beauty. The balanced harmony between art and shelter started with the meticulous cleansing, and the diligent laying of the first stone.
Impeccable lawns of immaculate, verdant grass cropped close to the earth stretched before each house. Paths of smooth stone or gravel lined with half-buried wooden planks kept the tiny rocks from spilling out. The soft crunch of pebbles rippled beneath the cushioned, well-placed heels of the inhabitants. Fountains bubbled with brittle sloshes—a bright gurgle unique to the river running through the city. 
Everything seemed more alive here. 
Birds chirped a delightful chorus, carried by the caress of a welcome breeze. Even the reach of the dual suns softened in this part of the world. Gentle, sloping hills cradled the medium-sized city, and the river of cyan waters rippled with a perfection the elyfian could envy.
But some would say that was where the beauty ended. 
The wholesome, family-driven portrait obscured the seedier parts, and Mecas had its share. Ralloc projected the image of power and splendor, and the uglier elements like the impoverished and the destitute hedged upon the civility of the commonwealth and noble alike, forgotten at the farthest edges of the megalopolis.
Everyone had vices needing to be filled, regardless of the depravity. Alcohol, gambling, prostitution, these flaws were acceptable in Mecas. Others such as slavery, drugs, animal fights, or cruelty and violence weren’t tolerated.
No one frowned upon the services of the flesh here. 
This wasn’t Ralloc, a place of prudish people, but Mecas River City, where everyone’s merit and personality mattered, not the profession taken. Whores could dine with lords, and some nobles started as beggars. In the Marcoalyn domain, the conceivable heralded the achievable.
Joy worked at an expansion site for Lord Brenton, and his influence stretched well beyond the capital of Ralloc. The breadth and width of the Ralloc and Marcoalyn domains only touched the surface. People whispered that his clout opened doors in the south, where slavery ran rampant. She could’ve gone into slavery, almost did, but prostitution saved her from that fate. Lord Brenton didn’t shirk luxuries for his clients nor those he employed.
Joy sighed, then turned away from the window, taking a seat at her vanity.
Mecas boasted one of Lord Brenton’s establishments: A Touch of Respite. Joy signed on as his first employee. She worked for an age and an era—nine epochs longer than the next working girl—and while she neared four ages old, her demand never wavered. She accumulated vast wealth as the highest-paid whore in Mecas River City, probably in the entire Marcoalyn domain. 
But Joy had issues no other girl did. 
Her problems stemmed from bouts of depression and lamentation; her manager thought it humorous and decided to name her Joy. She wept the day she applied to be a woman of the night.
Joy pulled her stockings into place then adjusted the rip-away bodice of red with black lace. She sat in front of the silver looking-glass, an extensive, round work of beauty. Intricate carvings of furry animals found all over Ermaeyth adorned the edge, most of them wild but domesticable. 
Her red eyes swelled and leaked hot, salty tears as she applied a fresh coat of red lip-paint.
I should just leave. Just quit and run away. He can never find me.
The money crossed her mind, all those coins she’d miss out on. Her stockpile lay in secure bank accounts, and she had enough to live a long life in comfort, but the coin didn’t nullify the brimming discontent she fostered by whoring. 
Lord Brenton refused to let go. 
There were talks that Brenton lost one of his most prized girls in Ralloc; a man paid an unfathomable amount of gold for the contract, and then married her. She was his biggest moneymaker in the capital. Joy paused a moment to recollect her name.
Lily.
Lord Brenton had intentions of moving Joy to Ralloc, where she would have a broader clientele. An arc of ire shot through her as she remembered the conversation. 
Lord Brenton shrugged it off. 
“What’s wrong, my sweet? More cocks equate to more ingots.”
But she didn’t want a more extensive clientele. She liked the city and her regulars, the married men cut off from their wives, the desperate, and the ugly. Young men came, too, those with the taste of flesh who didn’t have the time to marry or chase. 
One youth visited when he reached the Age of Maturity and lost more than his coin. 
She took care of her clients, and they, in turn, cherished her. Their protectiveness mirrored her fondness for them. She kept their secrets, their identities, and they kept allegiance when the depression ruined their sessions. It was rare that she took someone new, but today, a stranger came calling.
His jaunty whistle started back up. When had he stopped? The tune echoed up the stairwell as if the secrecy of his identity didn’t matter. Did he seek to let everyone know of his arrival? His nonchalant demeanor grated her nerves.
Has he no respect?
Most whores didn’t demand the price she set; prostitutes came cheap except when they worked for Lord Brenton. Those few neophytes cost ten silver bits, three hundred scepters. Most evening ladies charged one hundred scepters in other establishments, but Lord Brenton employed quality, and his name on the lease raised the price they charged and protected them from a perverse and deranged clientele. 
A few psychopaths, depraved beings with malevolent tastes, slipped through, but she never saw them again after reporting them. One client tied her down and took a thick leather strop to her. Another man drugged her with proffered wine and, while helpless, cut the insides of her leg with a razor. 
She hated this life, never had the opportunity to get ahead, to become something…more.
The man’s whistle rose in pitch, and the melody twittered like a sparrow. Did he not know how disconcerting it was to those who listened? 
An involuntary shiver arced through her, and she twitched from the jitters.
Joy had been homeless before, a forgotten orphan until womanhood marked her. Some citizens ensured she never starved. In a city this big, with the kind few who helped, she managed a rotation as not to wear out their good graces. Older now, those young lords became older clients. In a way, she gave back to those who kept her alive. 
And if the lords weren’t customers, their sons were, and a few daughters as well.
“Joy,” a gruff voice said outside her door. “You better not be crying again.”
She always cried, more so when no one witnessed. She couldn’t control disobedient emotions any more than her beauty. Her ice-blue eyes sparkled no matter the occasion.
“I’m not,” she lied, catching the door’s reflection in the mirror. 
Her eyes swiveled back to her hooked, beak-like nose, the one grotesque aspect. Snatching up the brush, she groomed her long blond hair until it shined like golden wheat, hoping to detract from the misshapen feature.
“Dammit, Joy!” Anson, the manager, said. “I swear by the divine, if you go to tears in the middle of your session again, I’ll beat you worse than my bastard stepchildren.” 
Tears streamed anew. 
Her customers were loyal, but Anson didn’t care; he just wanted a reason to hurt her, took pleasure in all forms of pain. She hated this place, him, Lord Brenton, and the weakness of oversensitive passions.
Her earliest memory involved tears, but over what, she couldn’t recall. A few bright recollections of happiness also came to mind. Regardless of the sentiment, what she felt affected other people’s state of spirit. 
If she cried, they cried, which infuriated the more eager patrons. 
Lack of energy spurred early departures, even if it meant not finishing. This hurt business, too, and often put her on the receiving end of Anson’s wrath. Many men waited on her for an hour or more, taking the chance she might ruin the occasion. 
Men lusted from near and far, no matter if they walked down the street with a more beautiful woman at their side. She sensed the manly thoughts and the feminine hate. Joy didn’t know whether to be disgusted or flattered, but regardless, delighted in being noticed.
“Go away, I’ll be fine,” she said.
“You better be, whore!” 
Anson used the last word with a degrading intonation. 
Profession aside, she took it as a demeaning comment. She knew plenty of working girls who didn’t think of themselves any less, but not her. The tone and inflection of his voice made her cringe with disgust. 
Still, the customer whistled idly, waiting for his moment.
She rubbed the tears away and inspected her image in the looking-glass, but the crux of self-loathing couldn’t be obscured. The horrendously-bent nose curved down, giving a vulture-esque visage. No amount of face paint hid the terrible feature. Most said it didn’t matter, not with the voluptuous body of a goddess—as they put it. 
In her advanced years, the gods still blessed that while cursing her in the same breath, leaving her without child as Joy neared the limits of procreation.
The stairs creaked under the weight of the next client. The whistling grew louder with the tone changing from cheerful to somber. Something was menacing about it, dark and terrifying.
It’s just a whistle. 
The steps were slow and deliberate as he neared her door. Joy attended many men who climbed those very stairs, and none sounded like the footfalls she now heard. Most were anxious, excited, or tired, but all men hurried. 
This one didn’t. 
Joy’s pulse throbbed in her throat. Why was she so scared? She’d never been fearful before, even with her first client.
The floorboards by the door creaked and groaned under his weight as he paused. She spied the shadows of his feet under the door. Her breath fluttered; her heart rattled like a distant crackle-boom of rainclouds. The knob turned at a crawling pace as if the whistling customer dragged out his grand entrance. 
The hatch crept open. 
In the doorway, the hideous man stood. What he carried on the outside, Joy hid and felt on the inside. 
Her breath hitched.
A plethora of scars riddled his face, healed little lines that left white flecks and blemishes. To Joy’s untrained eyes, they looked like knife cuts.
If he looks like this from fights, what do the other people look like?
He was unsightly with such apparent deformities, but he acted as if he had none. The scars repulsed her, yet she couldn’t help but stare. Unintentionally, she started counting the wounds but stopped at seventeen when he spoke.
“May I come in, dearie?” 
His voice rasped out and came through his nose. She didn’t answer, but he ambled in all the same and shut the door behind him. 
The hairs on her arms stood. His gait was off, the way he strolled, like a man unbalanced by too much ale. Sweat slickened her palms. He neared, and the jasper scent in the room vanished; the smell of dirt, peppermint, and blood overrode the fragrance. 
He moved clumsily but with the focus of a predator.
“Ooh,” he said, looking past her. 
He loomed closer, reaching for the makeup table. 
“That’s the perfect color.”
The customer picked up the jar of cherry-red lip-paint, the one Joy applied before he arrived. His fingers plunged within before Joy managed a protest, and he smeared the gob through his hair.
The suddenness of his movements jarred her out of shock. 
“That’s not going to come out easily, if at all.”
He paused in mid-stroke, glancing at her. 
“I know! Isn’t it perfect?” 
He gave a cruel, twisted smile. 
“It brings out the color of my eyes, don’t you think?” 
He cackled, then continued smearing it through his shoulder-length hair.
Since he said it, Joy’s focus shifted from the scars and hair to the eyes. She shivered again, noticing the lunacy of his silver irises and white pupils. They were terrifying, devoid of life and sanity, and yet she couldn’t bear looking away. 
They held her captive.
The man hummed as he finished. He put the jar down, and she glanced at the near-empty tub. A flicker of ire rose within her.
“Would you like for me to buy you another jar, Joy?”
She shuddered as he spoke. His maddening eyes pierced her. She managed a shake of the head, gaze never leaving the silver-white eyes.
“You’re bonded to me, aren’t you?”
Bonded? What’s bonded?
She couldn’t deny the pull tugging at her. The revulsion fell away the longer she stared. Emotions rippled through with each breath. First, she pitied him, then admired his bravery for facing the world with his scars. Admiration gave way to respect, then fancy and want.
What’s happening to me?
She blinked, attempting to wrestle control. When she glanced back up, she found a man she loved. The lack of volition terrified her.
“Yes, my dearest, Joy. I’m controlling your emotions now. You are oh-so-special.” 
He purred in the back of his throat. 
“The things we’re going to do together…”
She quivered with want, the need to please his every whim. She’d do anything, if only he promised to take her away. To the end of his days, she’d strive to make him happy, to follow him. A small part of her mind tried to remember the terror she felt only moments before.
“Oh, yes,” he rasped. “You’re coming with me.”
Did he read my mind?
The man nodded with a leering grin. 
“Yes, I did.” 
He chuckled with glee, like a child receiving gifts. He rubbed his red-stained hands together and smiled through half-rotted, yellow-stained teeth. That didn’t matter to Joy; he carried the visible scars she harbored in her soul. He was strange, odious, and would lead to the life fate intended.
“No, Joy, not fate, destiny.”
“How can you hear my thoughts?”
“I hear the thoughts of those bonded to me.” 
His voice changed to the tone of a father asking his young toddler if she wanted sweets. 
“You’re going to be one of my Shades. How would you like that?”
She nodded eagerly, just as a child would.
He proffered a hand and bent at the waist. 
“Well, then, dearie, let’s begin.” 
She took his hand and rose, leaving the vanity and the looking-glass behind. 
“Come lay on the bed.”
She hastened to comply. Twitchy fingers fumbled at her bodice, but he caught them. 
“We have plenty of time for that later. I have many diverse and interesting tastes that you can slave to sate, but for now, we need to hurry.” 
His urgent words compelled alacrity. Her heart quickened, mirroring his.
She laid down, and he straddled her. His hands flowed over her, pausing at the rip-away bodice. 
“Allow me.” 
With a jerk, the garment came free, and her breasts spilled out. She trembled, a frisson of fear and unwelcome excitement rippling through each shaky, panting breath. From behind his back, he pulled a dagger. The sinister blade gleamed with the same wickedness as his eyes.
“We’re going to have so much fun,” he promised, his voice dark, and she knew he meant so much more than sex. “From the Underworld, I call your shadow, the mirror of my soul. Rise anew with me.”
The knife plunged, the blade ripping through flesh and lancing her heart. The world shuddered as a sliver of darkness escaped from the Underworld. Oppressive heat rolled through the air.
A silent tear rolled out of the corner of Joy’s eye, the last tear she’d ever cry.
 
—
 
The barkeep, Morris, was saying something, but Samson didn’t quite catch it.
He tried to pay attention, but his mind drifted to his own problems, and the whistling jackass in the streets. Some damn merry tune. 
It grated his nerves. 
With a roll of his eye, he caught Morris, the barkeep, polishing his silver goblets.
“Why do you clean those things?” Samson grumbled. “You’ve never had any wine drinkers.”
Morris smiled. 
“Keeps me busy. And you never know who’ll walk through your door.”
Samson knew that Morris secretly hoped the pompous drinkers would patronize his pub. In the old man’s eyes, wine aficionados would lift the reputation of his establishment. 
In the last thirty years, he hadn’t a one. 
Dusty bottles sat in their racks while boxes piled high in the storage room. The only person who drank the swill was the barkeep, and he had enough to last many lifetimes over.
But out here, Morris only fooled himself, stuck with the lowlife, the riffraff, and the ordinary everyday citizens of Peril Point. Most customers were miners in the mountains. Every week or so, the workers from the valleys not far south would grace his hovel.
Samson knew Morris regretted his decision coming here.
He should’ve listened to his inner voice and never come to this desolate place.
Firstly, Peril Point sat too far south from the main thoroughfare of traffic. Not many people dared to venture this way. Secondly, the hulking miners wanted a drink to drop them on their ass. Thirdly, though he accumulated a sizeable wealth, Morris had no way to spend his coin. 
Peril Point didn’t need it beyond buying supplies and food.
Morris once lamented about wanting a home and a better bar. Samson was almost tempted to build it for the old man, but he didn’t know how. He was better at smashing things with his hammer. Still, there weren’t any materials to build, no workforce of skilled laborers, just miners.
“What were you saying?” the big man asked.
“I said, it’s been a damn spooky few weeks.”
“Yeah, spooky.”
Samson’s right hand pawed the largest mug in the bar, and yet his hand dwarfed it. He took a pull of his gin and lime. Folks at Peril Point called him a freak, but not to his face. As the largest man in these parts, folks feared him, which was only mighty proper. Morris said he hadn’t ever heard or seen anyone as big and often joked that Samson was born half gorillian.
Samson laid his arm on the bar, and he noted that Morris stiffened.
“What?”
Morris nodded to his hand. 
“Wanna tell me whose blood’s on your knuckles?”
Samson glanced at the smudge in question. 
“No.”
His knuckles were hard, and his muscles an unforgiving iron from the crushing blows in the tunneled earth below. Long hours over the years added up. His hammer was special, weighing as much as the average person. Most could barely lift it, let alone swing it once, but Samson swung it without fail, like a waterfall that never ran dry.
“You’re the gentlest soul I know, Samson, so why’s there blood on your hand?”
A back spasm shot through the miner, and he winced.
“You alright?”
“Can’t hide anything from you, can I?” 
Morris shook his head, and Samson gulped down the rest of his gin and lime. 
“My back hurts.”
He scratched the stubble on his massive square jaw. 
“Gods, we could use some whores around here.” 
He slid his glass forward. 
“Another, please.”
“Always so polite, much better than your work fellows.” 
Morris reached for the gin bottle. 
“Women aren’t nothing but trouble, you know that. What’s wrong with your back? I never heard you complain before.” 
He squeezed fresh lime into the tumbler.
“Well, that’s probably because I have never been stabbed before,” Samson said, reaching for the new drink.
“Stabbed! Sweet spirits, man, why haven’t you seen the apothecary elder or a pharmacon mage?” 
Morris hurried around the side of the bar. 
“Who would want to stab you?” 
Samson felt more than saw Morris lean in close to inspect the wound around the dried blood.
“The guy whose hand I crushed. It was an accident. I was slugging the wall, he was walking towards me; he tripped and tried to catch himself. It was too late; his hand was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“Damn, poor fellow. Let me see your back!”
“I’m fine! It stopped bleeding hours ago. If I were going to die, I’d be dead already, right?” 
A weak smile spread across his lips as he assured the elder.
“It can still kill you more ways than the knife going into your back! There’s bleeding, infections, all sorts of things. Probably rusted with dried animal blood and all other sorts of shit on it. Sometimes, Samson, your stupidity amazes me.”
“Easy, Morris. You’re going to give yourself a stroke. A man your age is bound to croak any one of these days.”
Morris harrumphed and spoke with a touch of scorn. 
“I promised your father I’d be around long enough to make sure you got out of here.” 
He paused, inspecting the wound, then amended. 
“Alive.”
Samson’s father died shortly after his son started working the mines, just shy of his eleventh birthday. The tunnel had collapsed, and his father shoved him forward to keep the roof from crushing him. Samson suffered a broken arm, but his father had been crushed.
“When did you make that arrangement?” Samson asked, surprised by the elder’s words.
“Right after your mother died.” 
Morris straightened. 
“You need stitches at the very least. Medicine would fight the possible infection.” 
The whistling continued outside, growing louder as the whistler neared.
“Just pour alcohol on it. I’ll be fine.” 
Samson turned his head to the door for a moment. 
“Wish that idiot would shut up; it’s getting on my nerves.”
“Well, you can ask him nicely when he gets here. Which alcohol are you talking about?”
“Wizard’s Water. That shit’s pure magic.”
“And expensive.” 
Morris moved back around his bar and searched for the appropriate bottle. Outside, a commotion drowned out the whistler. Moments later, a loud, boisterous bunch of miners burst through the door.
“Morris,” they jeered. 
The stench of alcohol hung thick throughout the small group. 
“A round of Wizard’s Water!”
“I think you had enough already!” Morris called to the rowdy bunch.
“Hey,” one of the young men said, pointing at Samson with wide eyes. “You’re the guy who crushed Dirk’s hand, aren’t you?”
“Yeah,” said another, “with his two-hundred-pound sledge.”
“Can I try the hammer?” someone asked.
“I heard he got stabbed, why ain’t he dead?” yet another spoke up.
“Let me see the scar, oaf.”
Samson rolled his eyes and cleared his throat as he stood, letting his body uncurl, rising to his full, impressive height. He rounded on the rowdy bunch. It was almost comical the way they seemed to melt back, eyeing his massive shoulders, then they flickered to his head and face. At a full two-heads and half-a-chest above the tallest of their group, he towered over them like the Melodic Mountains.
“Morris said you’ve had enough, so that was your first clue to leave,” he said in a calm voice. “Secondly, you’re jesting at a man who might not use his hand after today. Even the wizard-healer isn’t sure they can do anything; might have to amputate. Crushed, hanging by ribbons of shredded flesh. I was barely swinging the hammer.” 
He glowered at each in turn. 
“And now, you want to try my sledge and make quips at my expense?” 
He let his voice rise in inflection a little more than necessary, so the drunks would know he asked them a question.
“Well…” one began but thought better of it. The man trembled as his eyes fell on Samson. The top of his head didn’t reach the lowest point of Samson’s massive pecs. His broad chest rippled with contained fury. 
Samson heard Morris sigh in appreciation; the barkeep always liked having him keep the locals in line.
Then, almost as one, trickles of excuses bubbled up from the group as they excused themselves and scurried to the door.
“I think I just heard my hammer break.”
“My wife don’t want me out late.”
“Gotta rest, got an extra shift tomorrow.”
“Forgot to wash me balls, I did.”
“I’m going to go check on Dirk’s hand.”
Samson sat and turned his attention to the gin and lime. He pawed the small tumbler which sat dwarfed by his thumb and forefinger.
“Hello, there,” Morris greeted someone at the door. “How can I help you, folks?” 
But Morris’s voice faltered, which drew Samson’s attention.
Great, new folks. Now, I’ve got to be polite, so I don’t scare them off. Perhaps buy them a few rounds so the wife doesn’t think I’m going to eat her. 
Samson glanced up at Morris’s face; a cross between confusion and a tinge of terror smothered his features. Samson jerked his head towards the door.
Standing in the doorway was the most beautiful woman Samson had ever seen. Only her nose detracted from her near-perfect visage, bent like she’d been hit with a board. Her eyes locked onto him, and her gaze wandered down his body and back up. 
The whistling grew louder and changed from a chipper tone to a somber one as she stepped aside to let a man in.
If he, indeed, could be called a man.
“Greetings,” he said in a nasally, raspy voice. 
His yellow-stained teeth peeked out of a wide grin as he sauntered inside. He was cheerful, a stark difference to his visage. Samson shuddered as the man’s silver eyes moved in his direction. 
“You’re a big boy, aren’t you?”
Samson stared at the strange man, trying to hide his terror. Samson’s insides squirmed as he took in the yellow teeth, silver eyes, and eerie demeanor. The crazy, cherry-red hair and plethora of scars on his chalk-white face didn’t help either. 
Samson tightened his left hand under the counter as the duo closed in at a sauntering pace.
“Can I help you?” Morris stammered. 
Samson caught the barkeep in the corner of his eye. The older man averted his eyes from the scars. Samson’s gaze flickered back to the newcomer. His face appeared to have been mauled by a vicious, wild animal, and yet, somehow, he survived.
“I bet you could.” 
The scarred man smiled. 
“How about a glass of wine?”
“I’m sorry?” 
Morris shook his head to clear it, blinking a few times. 
“Did you say wine?”
“Yes. Don’t you have wine?”
Morris fumbled for a goblet and poured the stranger a drink, spilling as much on the counter as in the glass.
The strange man sidled up to the bar and snatched the goblet. He breathed in deep, but Samson was sure he was savoring other things besides the wine. More like he inhaled the laden fear and anxiety permeating from Morris and Samson.
“Joy, love,” the man said in a nasal tone, “calm our barkeep, would you?”
Morris shot furtive glances between them.
Samson wanted to jump off his stool, to fight, to run, but he sat rooted. Petrified was the only word that came to mind. Why couldn’t he run? Could he not rise to Morris’s rescue? Samson sat trembling behind his veil of hair, hiding his face behind a curtain of fine, shoulder-length mane.
Joy stepped closer to the bar. 
The other man almost seemed giddy, pleased by the barkeep’s emotions—a sweet aroma, or a feast he was to consume.
She gave a warm, welcoming smile, and did something to the air. Did she have magic? Whatever inner peace she felt, it washed over Samson and the old man. He caught Morris swaying, but his face grew slack, his panic fading into calm. Morris leaned over the counter towards the duo.
“Sorry about this mess,” he said, wiping up the spilled wine. “Here, have another; it’s on the house.”
“That’s more like it!” 
The strange man turned towards Samson. 
“Hey there, big fella. You seem pained.”
“I…I—”
“Shh, there, there, big boy,” Joy soothed, “nothing to be afraid about. The Jackal and I will take care of you, I promise.”
Samson tried to shake his head clear, fighting, pushing against whatever she had done to the air. The silver-eyed man twitched, and Joy moved over and laid a hand on Samson’s shoulders. 
With a gentle pull, she spun him around to face her.
“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered, then kissed him.
Shock raced through him, hot and searing. It must have shone in his eyes because the pale man cooed. 
“Not enough.”
“Can I do anything else for you?” Morris asked, his voice still eerie-calm.
“Just stand still and be quiet,” the strange man said.
Joy caressed Samson, her hands weaving all over his body. The soothing effect washed over him. Parts of him responded to her touch, and his resolve softened. 
The wariness dulled. 
Her hands went to his thighs, and his body fought off an attack on two fronts—the magical and physical effects she solicited. Her dainty fingers weaved over the bulge in his pants, and his breath quickened.
The pale man pulled a wicked knife from the waistband of his trousers and placed it on the counter, spinning it idly. It was too much, a sensory overload. Samson felt himself rending, being torn apart by the soothing, the arousal, the terror, and now genuine fear for his life.
Joy kissed him again, and the last of his resolve melted away. Whatever precipice he stood upon, he now plunged headfirst.
“More,” Samson heard someone say. 
Or did they whisper? What did it mean?
Joy worked at Samson’s belt, her lips pressed against his as another rush of bliss cascaded over him. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew the scarred man continued to spin the blade in the boredom. 
She undid the trousers, opening them wide.
“Close your eyes, baby,” Joy breathed into his ear. 
Another pulse enveloped him, as did the soothing whisper of trust. The trust of her promise. 
“You’re going to enjoy this.” 
She kissed him one last time and inserted her hands in his pants. Her smooth fingers felt hot as she gripped him. Her lips trailed down his body, and he surrendered. He closed his eyes as the sensations reached a crescendo. Her mouth wrapped around him.
Pain!
Blinding, searing, breathtaking pain.
A gasp escaped Samson, but it wasn’t elicited by Joy. A sharp agony exploded in his chest. When he opened his eyes and looked down, he didn’t see Joy as expected, but the dagger in his chest.
The pale man cackled, and the breath left Samson’s lungs. 
Terror filled him.
“From hell, I call you, shadow—mirror of my soul.” 
Confusion ripped through Samson before a blanket of darkness smothered him. It was complete, and it enveloped the world. The sudden gloom rushed forward, blacker than the deepest mine Samson had ever worked. Heat, intense and oppressive, rolled over them before it vanished in a blink of an eye.
Samson let out an otherworldly yell, and the Jackal pulled the blade from his torso. Bright, silver light flooded from his chest for a moment as his wound closed. 
Something inside him scrambled away. Something outside of him clawed its way in. 
Samson shuddered, fighting off the sensations. When it subsided, his eyes focused on the man before him.
The Jackal.
Samson stood to his towering height and dipped his head. 
“Master.”
“We’ve got work to do.”
 
—
 
Jordan “Acumen” Knavers backed away from the front door of his cottage. 
It rumbled as a fist pounded on the other side. He was supposed to be impossible to find. His cabin was nestled in a dense copse of woods near the Eastern City.
The wood door rattled again, so hard it threatened to tear from its hinges.
His pale eyes widened, and his shaved head glistened with perspiration. Had he a sword to defend himself, it would’ve been next to useless. He had no clue how to use it. 
It’d only be an option to end his own life.
Even Jordan’s feeble magic paled next to the sonnets of powerful heroes from before. Still, secretive and influential people took great caution to hide him. Well, not him, but his mind. 
His name and ‘dangerous’ were synonymous.
The door heaved once more and shattered. Splinters and metal flew inward. A man with a massive chest and arms stepped through the debris. A woman entered on his heels, followed by another man with cherry-red hair. He was pale and sickly, and the scars that riddled his face told a tale of horror. A smile split his lips as he stood between the biggest man Knavers had ever seen and a beautiful woman with a horrendously bent nose.
“Arysto Knavers?” a nasal voice inquired.
“Y-y-yes?”
“I require your mind.”
“My-my mind? My mind has gotten me nothing but trouble.”
The strange man leaned in close, his eyes narrowing.
“Aye, which is why I must have it.” 
“I can’t help you; no one cares about science when they have magic! Why do you think I was banished? For heresy! Leave me alone, let me die in relative peace.”
“Aye, you can die, but only to be reborn again. Samson?”
The big man moved forward and picked Knavers up, gripping him with the ease of picking up a stick. The man called Samson held Knavers’s arms behind his back, binding him.
“Don’t worry, this won’t hurt for long.”
And for the third time, the world went dark.
Chapter 3 | Starriace
 
Three and a half years later…
 
A sheen of sweat gleamed across her breasts in the pale light of Auqyn. 
Goosebumps tickled her flesh, the cool air caressing her warm body. Starriace relaxed and slowed, her body reaching its peak. A chuckle escaped her lips, one befitting a child eating sweets in secret. 
She leaned down and kissed her partner with the passion she bottled up. His warmth seeped into her, his lips soft, his tongue warm. She rolled onto her back, letting him finish. 
They’d have to be careful, so soon after her moon blood.
Then, he slowed, and his breath became ragged as he expended himself. He rolled off and lay panting. 
She cleaned herself, then stood and ambled to the balcony. Her feet padded across the glazed tile floor. The squares alternated between a dull orange and an off-white, giving a checkered pattern to the open glass doors. 
The drapes, sheer and white, fluttered in the wind like ghosts in the night. The white stone balcony felt cold. She leaned on the railing of chiseled marble, and the cherub pillars holding up the banister drew her eyes for a moment.
Starriace had always liked the little figures, cute with their plump bellies, each smiling in frozen laughter. In the light of Auqyn—the pale, pearl moon—they shimmered as if divine light rained down upon them.
She peered up at the moon. She’d always liked this one, found comfort in its sight, more so than the other two. A call beckoned to her every time it rose alone, reminding her of something, a memory of a waking dream from some past life. 
Closing her eyes, she tilted her head up, basking in the luminance.
The smell of salt and sea churned through the air, and the humidity of the day had faded. The changing of seasons had passed a few weeks before. Now, Ermaeyth began the autumn cycle. She breathed in and sighed with contentment before returning to bed, snaking herself beneath the sheets and snuggling her lover. 
Crimson silk sheets bundled together, but the comforter was thrown clear. Pillows lay askew throughout the room.
“No matter how good each time is, it’s never the same, not like that first time,” Starriace said, glancing over at Kam. 
She referred to Lily, Kam’s late wife, and Starriace’s best friend. Their first time together involved all three of them with Kam the focal point. Lily was like a soul mate, a kindred spirit, and Starriace loved her friend deeply, missed her terribly, but it took years coming to terms with her absence. 
“No, it’s not,” he admitted. 
He gave an affectionate squeeze. 
“I love you.”
She smiled and shook her head, willing the emotions away. 
“Am I betraying Lily’s memory?”
He sighed. 
“We’ve been over this.” 
He didn’t hide the frustration in his voice, but she couldn’t help the thoughts. It was true, they’d talked and argued every time they came together for the past three years. Guilt crippled her in the beginning, especially the first time they had sex two months after Lily’s death. Starriace became a defiler, a whore in Lily’s bed, but Lily’s dying words urged their companionship. 
Had the roles been reversed, Starriace would’ve wished the same.
After the first incident, she didn’t make love to him for a long time. Following their grieving period, the promise to visit a month later was the last for a year. She wrote to him and utilized the Psimond spell to talk face to face. 
She understood his anger, the apparent betrayal and abandonment. 
Lily’s death and Starriace’s absence left an
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