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    For all the monstrous people I know are out there. I hope they understand you and why you do what you do someday.

      

    


Trigger Warnings
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The World We Live In

Symon

SYMON, THE WORLD HAS turned into a decrepit shithole. It’s been darkened by soil that’s stained by nothing but blood. There’s no way to repair this neglected hellscape. Unfeeling monsters rule the land, killing whatever they encounter. You’ll end up as twisted as those abominations, or even worse, unless you kill them before they get to you.

The last letter Norman Esqueburn left his son was an order to do the very thing Symon had done his entire life—hunt.

Memories of Symon’s father were faint to him so many years after leaving the man to drink himself away. The gruff timbre of the drunkard’s voice was always in his son’s mind, though, reciting broken musings. Musings that molded Symon into something his father would be proud of. Something Symon cursed himself for becoming: an isolated shadow of a hunter.

Perched in a dry thicket, Symon hunched over a rock as he attempted to sharpen his knife. Nighttime surrounded him in a cold, insensate embrace; darkness laid down in a bucolic blanket. He’d been on the trail of something, but he was beginning to think he was wasting his time. Probably tracking a badger or bear. Not something worth his wrath.

Other people—normal people—were tucked in their beds, sleeping and laughing in their warm homes. Those who were like Symon, those who’d made the decision to commit their lives to hunting beasts, were out in the night, stalking their prey so that it didn’t stalk them instead.

When he was younger, Symon hadn’t known there were people who got to chose how to live. He breathed, cried, and bled hunting. His father made sure of it. The moment he could talk, Symon was learning what the world was and what his place in it would be. What Norman Esqueburn, the famed fallen hunter, wanted his son to be.

Roaming beasts driven solely by bloodlust limited what people could become in the world, Norman had said. It came down to picking a soft, wasteful city life or taking a chance to achieve glory with the monsters. 

Nobody knew where they—the beasts— came from, what they wanted (if they had any desires besides flesh in the first place), or what they were capable of. Beasts showed themselves one day, saw humanity as their enemy, and haven’t stopped wreaking havoc since.

That was why Symon was out here under the moon’s gaze in the cold jaws of the forest. To kill as many beasts as he could.

Distant noises from the wilderness and the heaviness of his breathing accompanied him. The metal of his knife reflected a white light each time he scraped it against the stone. His other knife had shattered after he took out a scraggly underling. 

It’d been the size of a small log with six grizzly legs, like that of a beetle, and had black, wiry fur with a hard gray shell on its back. It squealed like a piglet when it died. Before it passed on, it bit through the old knife with the power of a determined bloodhound sinking its teeth into game.

The underling wriggled and screeched whenever the steel tip lodged into its side, black blood leaking from the wound. It died feet away from where Symon was; its innards leaked across the grass.

He despised cheap knives. But he left all his better gear in another life, another year, when he was someone else. 

Two years since he’d been that other man.

Two years since he’d owned a good knife.

Two years since you left them.

He shook away the voice in his head. There was no time to wallow.

Symon weighed the knife in his hand, deeming it good enough to kill. The night was only beginning. There was plenty more forest to scour. He left his spot in the thicket, moving with utmost caution among the shadowed spruce.

Doing a hunt every other night honed his body to be familiar with the environment, constantly prepared and tense. Restless and on edge, his eyes always watched the swaying grass, the pour of nightfall’s luster—he’d be ready for every and each monster that went bump in the night. 

He could see remnants of his old life in the city mimicked in the way of the forest. Soft, cool light from the moon like the archive’s offices. The chatter of animals almost comparable to that of a crowd’s echo. The only thing that remained the same was the weather, the never-changing gray sky and always moist soil. Symon missed the pavement in the city and wearing dry socks.

Altharese was a glum city where the sun rarely blessed the streets. Rain was a resident’s frequent companion in day-to-day life. Symon couldn’t recall a time he didn’t have mud slicking up the soles of his boots.

The wilderness was better for Symon. Better for him to hunt and avoid people. He still helped the city by picking off whatever stragglers were in the northern forest. 

Who cared if he turned into a misanthrope and lived out of a bag in dingy inns, living off of ale passable for piss? He was doing his part.

The only real threat he faced in the forest was the chance of an unsavory beast getting the better of him. 

The first time he’d allowed a beast to catch him off guard, he’d been a teenager. Barely fifteen years old, handling an unreliable handgun, when an underling clawed Symon from behind. He took the underling’s head in the end. He earned the two scars across his left arm and a lecture from his dad. That made him keep his eyes on his back afterward. 

It also was the moment he promised himself he would never let his father see him vulnerable again.

Weakness was not bred in his blood. It couldn’t be. He would be dead otherwise.

Symon kept pushing his way through bramble and brush, sweeping the forest until he was certain it was clear of threats. When he stretched his arms out, he felt a crick in his neck and grunted.

His body was always sore. A permanent sting had sheathed itself in his muscles after years of honing his practice.

He was happy to send his knife home to the holster around his thigh when his pain faded.

Symon found temporary respite when he sat against the rough bark of a tree's base. A loamy scent permeated the air. He held his cold hands together, lowering his head to bow to the moon.

The forest housed too many familiar senses. He couldn’t suppress the memories of Altharese that surfaced. Symon saw contorted faces, remembered the caress of a warm hand. He wanted to stuff down the confusing fluff inside his head, stow it away to never be seen again. 

The blur kept returning though, making him feel light. Empty. Cloud-like.

Then grounded. Hurting.

It wasn’t just in his head. Symon’s eyes snapped open when a sharp point sunk into his skin. His throat swallowed a pathetic yowl.

Without looking to see what hurt him, he drew his knife and stabbed it into the space on his left. A lukewarm liquid partnered with the throb in his hand.

He craned his neck to see beast blood flowing towards him, amassing from a small yet growing puddle. He didn’t see what bit him yet, only the dark liquid spilling from whatever he’d stabbed. 

For a moment, he thought he saw himself in the unreflective void of black blood. Brown, unkempt hair, striking dark eyes. His father’s features.

There was only blood, though. Not a mirror of himself.

Forcing himself to ignore the pain in his hand, Symon reeled his neck to see an underling—this one a caterpillar-looking fiend. Black blood spilled from where he’d stabbed its long, wormy torso, besmirching his hand. The underling bit him, monstrous fangs having left a rapacious mark.

Underling blood mixed with the open wound on Symon’s hand, the viscid liquid coaxing a grimace from him.

“Son of a bitch,” he hissed. Grabbing the knife from the oozing underling's remains, Symon left the base of the tree and forged on. His mind tired from the meager hunt, but his feet had memorized the way to a stream.

Looking back at the ground, he could see the underling slipping from life. Satisfying but brutal to watch. Its body seized, rising and falling, awaiting peace. The worm curled into itself finally, letting out a small, strangled wheeze before going limp. The underling’s stubs of legs uncurled from itself after a few seconds, then curved outwards to make a U-shape. Symon shivered at the sight.

Watching underlings die was worse than getting rid of them. They made cocoons to die in if they weren’t killed first, and those shells were ultimately eaten by other beasts instead of being graves.

The trees seemed to curve towards him, claws readying to strike into him with wooden splinters to tear his flesh. Fatigue could render his mind, but he swore the forest was tormenting him. Threatening him with twigs that looked like moving limbs and rocks he swore resembled the shape of a corpse.

Cool air whisked goosebumps across Symon’s vulnerable skin. The sound of running water granted him slight relief. His legs hobbled toward the stream in the darkness, ready to give out.

Symon knew he was being dramatic, nearly limping towards the stream, but there was nobody around to judge him. 

That was one of the perks of living his life alone. There was nothing to uphold to. There was nobody to love or impress. He could shiver in pain however he liked. Until he had to run and hide, kill and remove, Symon was his own audience.

He was nearly to the stream, about to dunk his hands in to wash the bite, yet the waft of something rancid made him recoil. The air around him, clean and cold seconds ago, now smelled of fetid mildew and death. 

Symon lowered himself at the stream to at least clean his hands, but as he did, he scanned his surroundings for whatever could ruin the night’s breeze.

If there was something dead, then an underling or a worse predator would find the detritus to feast on. Symon didn’t want to risk attracting more trouble than he needed because a squirrel died.

Across the water, Symon spotted a strange lump pile of leaves against a tree, and he assumed that was the smell’s origin. A quick once-over of the area told him no beast had caught the scent yet. 

He abandoned the stream once he splashed water his face, then leapt the gap to the other side. The smell intensified as he neared the leaves. He wanted to plug his nose, but he persisted. 

Kneeling by the tree, he dug into the mass of leaves, pushing them aside to uncover what was underneath the dry brush.

After rifling for a few seconds, Symon thought there was nothing to be found. Maybe the stench was just from the city? Symon remembered Altharese’s slums. The stink stuck when it arose, it hard to get rid of. There could’ve been trash from the slums somewhere, a litterbug’s remains.

His hand jumped back when it grazed something soft. A couple more leaves moved over, and Symon froze—a woman, eyes devoid and open, face pale and deathly. Her skin was gone in places, bitten off, and bruised green. The brunette strands of hair around her face were unnaturally red. Pushing aside more leaves revealed her scalp caked in blood and dirt.

Symon could only manage to curse under his breath. The woman was battered beyond recognition. If not for the raggedy, shredded flannel she wore when she died, Symon wouldn’t even think her human. Beneath her top, her gut was ripped open. The claw marks slashed across her face made her unidentifiable. 

What killed her was not an underling; it was something able to do more than bite and scratch.

The most shocking part was that her body was intact. The missing skin and wounds she suffered from didn’t look like they were made by a hungry beast, scratching for more meat. Why hadn’t whatever killed this woman eaten her corpse? Beasts killed for a hunt and food. But the woman remained untouched by a beast’s dietary standard.

Symon was an expert in tracking. He could tell a beast simply by its steps and leftovers. Any good hunter could. He was more experienced than the average hunter, though. He’d expanded his knowledge by knowing how beasts hunted. How they ate after they killed, how they stalked and prowled. 

The woman had nearly been torn in half, however. He didn’t know what could do that.

Symon took a few steps back, needing space from the penetrating smell and a better view of the corpse. His hand throbbed, pain thrumming under his skin. He dismissed it in contemplation.

He wasn’t bothered by the sight of a dead person. He’d seen worse than scratched-up dead bodies in his years as a hunter. What did bother him was the circumstances he found the woman under.

The thought occupying him was what could restrain itself enough to not devour a human?

Underlings were out of the question. They were nasty little bug things that couldn’t see and only lived to gnaw and eat. Something so small and blind couldn’t cause a casualty like this. There was the possibility of foullings, stronger and more rabid creatures that copied the bodies of larger mammals. They were purely carnivorous, unlike underlings, which could sustain itself on select herbs and berries. 

Rumors floated around foullings. Some thought they were creatures that came straight from hell, starved by demons then unleashed on the surface to wreak havoc. Some thought they were Death’s choice of punishment, something he created purely for vengeance against the deity that people believed molded the world. 

Symon thought they were simply monsters, born from something unknown, living only to eat and destroy. Foullings mutilated anything they killed when they ate, which should’ve been proof enough that they went off of animalistic instincts and little else.

Or a colossalist could’ve done this.

Symon snorted, humored by his own joke. 

That’d be rich.

A colossalist was the mightiest of beasts, the thing that was at the top of their food chain. They were ridiculous giant, reaching sizes that were almost unspeakable. Symon had once read that even baby colossalists were a preposterous size—researchers thought they reached the size of elephants at only a month old. And their strength... Symon couldn’t think of anything to compare it to.

He only knew one person who understood what it was to personally face a colossalist. But that person lost in the past, and he had enough sense to deduct that there couldn’t be a colossalist roaming his forest.

The echo of an abominable roar tore Symon from his thoughts. He stopped inspecting the corpse, instinctively ducking to find a hiding spot behind a thick spruce. His hands moved without thought—gripping the hilt of his sheathed knife and the butt of his holstered pistol. Symon’s ears carefully tuned out nature, seeking only the sounds of anything inhumane.

There was a click, click, click. Then a disgusting squash.

Symon shivered against the tree, his senses tingling with fear and numbness. He hadn’t heard a beast crunch that deeply into bones before.

Loud clomps of what he could only assume were steps and a passing shadow came closer. Symon held his breath, shuffling over to peer out from his spot. On the left of the tree, there was nothing. 

On the right, a gnarled sight made his heart jump.

His eyes found the carcass of another beast first—a foulling, medium-sized, black fur missing in tufts. Its jaw was slack, black blood leaking from its mouth. Red, lifeless eyes begged Symon for mercy he couldn’t give.

Across the tree line, a gargantuan, defaced body dragged itself more than walked, dragging the dead beast with it. There was no regular anatomy Symon could detail. Only the slab of a dark, erroneous torso, a mangled head with a dozen black, unfeeling eyes, and spindly legs bearing crimson spikes.

It wasn’t a normal beast. It was much larger, stronger, and definitely more ruthless towards its brethren.

Don’t let it actually be a fucking colossalist, Symon thought. But those things... they aren’t supposed to kill other beasts. Beasts don’t kill each other until they’re competing for food, but there’s out here worth hunting—

Symon felt his chest tighten, a heave about to overtake him. The stench of something he could only describe as deathly had followed the beast. His hand smacked over his mouth, body hunching over like his spine no longer served him. He tried to keep himself in control, to push down the bile rising in the back of his throat. Suddenly his sweater felt too itchy, leather trench coat too rubbery. 

He couldn’t help himself, falling on his knees. Dead leaves crunched below him as he spewed his meager dinner on the ground.

His biggest flaw as a hunter? His nerves hated him. He needed to force him to pull the trigger, to stab the knife in, on multiple occasions when his senses were overwhelmed.

Lightheaded, he turned his head back to see where the beast was. He wiped spittle off his mouth with the back of his hand, mind dazed.

Fuck. Please don’t tell me—

The dozen eyes stared at him, locking onto their next victim.
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Cull the Weak

Symon

BEADY, UNBLINKING EYES, a void to consume him whole, stared blankly at Symon. The giant beast almost seemed stagnant, lost in its feral mind. Like it wouldn’t split him open and harvest his insides. He knew the voracious hunger underneath those predatory eyes, though. 

Symon pulled his pistol, even when the beast didn’t make a move. He knew it would. 

Its legs twitched, probably anticipating more from him. Probably imagining sinking into his flesh and giving him the same morbid end as the woman he found, good enough to kill but not to eat.

This must’ve been the beast that killed the woman then. It made no move to crunch her bones and drink her dry, but it supplied itself on another beast instead.

There was another click, the slightest of movement on the beast‘s part. Symon’s foot crunched a dead leaf.

Then came the swift, shadowy charge of the arachnoid.

There were barely seconds to start running. Lungs already breathless, acidic taste spoiling his mouth, Symon set off. His fingers held his pistol so hard the metal would surely leave lasting indents. The bite on his hand didn‘t help either, giving him an underlying thrum of pain that was getting harder to ignore.

An electric spark bit him when he clutched the gun even harder. He didn’t dare drop it.

Rhythmic clicks—the sound of arachnid running—followed him. Symon caught a glimpse of the dead beast his pursuer had been carrying, the corpse forgotten in the dirt. 

Trees merged into wooden blur, leaves an undefined mesh of ground beneath his feet. The beast didn’t have to charge after Symon, only take large strides that amplified the fear of being caught.

Each tap of its legs reminded Symon of what death chased him.

His chance of outrunning it was evidently slim. He’d only been running for what could’ve been a minute, and exhaustion was ready to claim him. Sleepless nights of hunting and meager meals were going to be his downfall.

Strained muscles begged Symon for respite he would never find. A belief sprouted in him, one that told him he would die here, succumb to the heat simmering under his skin and the vile arachnoid’s legs that would tear into his rapidly beating heart.

Take a chance or die. 

His father, old team, anyone he hunted with—Symon received the same advice. He didn’t take it as a life motto like some others, though he knew the nonsensical value of the words.

Symon decided he'd take a chance. 

Diving to his right, he rolled across the ground, flustering wilted petals and dead leaves. The arachnoid struggled to stop itself so suddenly and kicked up soil as it skidded to halt and relocate its target.

With mere seconds to orient himself, Symon rose to a sit, spurning the pressure in his thigh from landing on his knife’s holster. Vision blurry, he pointed the barrel of his pistol and fired.

The shot rang loudly, echoing like the beast’s roar had. Brass bullet gleaming in the night, it flew apace and lodged into the arachnoid’s upper torso. Or what Symon thought to be the torso. A guttural sound rumbled from the beast, letting Symon know of its pain.

There was no chance the shot killed. It provided him another opening to run though.

Heat smothered Symon, though, rising before lowering just to repeat the feelings of highs and lows. His body felt like it was in a constant state of spasm. Palms sweaty, parts of his vision becoming splotches of psychedelic colors. Symon struggled to listen to his internal commands.

Get up. Run. Get off the damn ground and go before you end up like that woman.

The arachnoid arched itself downwards, imitating a cower. It must’ve been assessing what Symon did to it, what the bullet harmed inside of it.

Both the beast and the hunter were at an intermission, trying to gather themselves, find advantage, do something to save pieces of themselves. The hunter, however, chose to let instinct conquer in the end.

Symon pushed himself into a run, gripping his pistol tighter than before. With little renewed vigor, the chase resumed. Symon forced his heart to pump, blood to flow, and legs to run, the beast savage in its pursuit.

The belief he could survive was dimming in his mind, hope flickering into nothing the longer Symon ran. 

Death might meet him here. 

Death might not greet him one day when he tired his limbs for the last time, starved himself too far, not like he hoped. 

He would then join the Reaper’s wintry cradle with no care, dying in a spray of blood and guts.

He didn’t expect a happy ending. Only an end.

Symon thought he would eventually die in his woods. Some part of him knew what fate had in store for him.

He left his father. He left his life in Altharese. He left everything he cared about to kill beasts. 

But even if he settled his score with these hellish monsters, never facing defeat, this chase made him think This might be it. The arachnoid was bigger and stronger than any foulling or underling he dealt with.

This might be what kills me.

A distant silhouette, however, lightened his expectancy of death. 

The view of a house, dilapidated and obsolete-looking, was what felt like worlds away. Doubt was all that came to him when he thought of escape. 

Despite his pessimism, Symon changed directions, running towards the house.

While turning, Symon miscalculated the space between him and the beast. The arachnoid’s leered at him and spliced his skin, a sinking swipe that tore a hole in his pants and left a gash his left calf. Its attack was wide, not only hitting Symon but also knocking into almost-dead trees, lumber collapsing.

He choked on a scream, not allowing himself to tumble. Heel pressing into the ground longer than he’d like, he persevered. The shrill screeches of the beast were deafening behind him.

Symon avoided being crushed by a falling tree, then vaulted over the log. He pushed him to keep going, just keep going, just a little longer—until he reached the house.

His next actions didn’t seem real to him. Kicking the door open, slamming it shut, then falling to the floor. He lost his grip on his gun, dropping it on the dusty floor somewhere. The arachnoid thrashed against the door, still piercing ears with its roars. 

Glass shattered, and Symon turned over on his back to see an ugly, dark limb in the house. It had driven its spiked leg through the window, lashing out grime and mud, looking for something to lacerate.

Symon shouldn’t have been able to flee. This should have ended with him in the dirt outside, an improper and ruined grave, but in a grave, nonetheless.

Watching the claws scrape and leave trails of red and brown and black in their search, listening to their investigate combing, it nearly felt like his skull would split. Everything he had shoved out of his concentration crashed onto him. An anvil of absolute pain crushing every bit of Symon. 

He couldn’t raise anything anymore. His head fell back to the floor, hair frizzed and falling across his sweaty forehead. Every limb, joint, and inner organ he possessed seemed to die.

Blood that dripped down his left calf from his wound began to pool. The heaviness of the ache weighed his lids down, daring him to give into an endless sleep.

The last noise he heard was the beast scratching around, seeking to kill what it already should have impaled on its legs. 

His last feeling was hot pain, gnawing on him, and the rise of a small lump of sad triumph.

—-
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NONE OF IT WAS HIS last. Not a final breath, not a final thought. Panic seared him before it swelled into a nothingness. Ecstasy consumed him. Pain fleeting, there was nothing for him to feel when he slipped out of focus. Symon turned apathetic to every prickle stabbing him, blessed to be unconscious, in a state where nothing could touch him. Nothing could remind him he was a dying human.

That was—until he woke.

Before he came to coherence, he thought he saw the afterlife, the place where the Granting Hands—the deity that people believed sculpted the world into reality—resided. Symon’s vision clouded him for some time, white and puffy. He felt his eyes watering but didn’t have the strength or motivation to rub them.

Then his mind dragged him elsewhere, stole him from the white nothingness to bring him a place where the color crimson and shadows collided, dancing with one another to create a dark mirage. 

Maybe this is the place of Death, the enemy of the world’s harbinger. Maybe he wants to grab me by the legs and drag to his hell, kicking and screaming.

Symon, after seeing the duality of man’s belief, eventually saw nothing but the dark. He had to come to the realization that he’d been awake, he just didn’t want to face reality and its hurtful tendencies again.

At first, he didn’t open his eyes, basking in what he couldn’t see. Ache coursing through him ruined his enjoyment of absence. When he sat up, he heard nothing. Ringing took over his senses, making him wince.

Symon failed to counter the ringing by covering his ears. The ringing wouldn’t muffle, still clear and irritating underneath the palms of his hands. 

He didn’t hurt as badly as he did when he tumbled into the house, Symon realized. Gathering his bearings, he realized the state of the one-room house: abandoned, damn disgusting, and littered with debris. It was secure, however—besides the broken windows. Symon hoped nothing would scurry in. 

The major danger was already gone. No arachnoid waited outside to disembowel him from what he saw. Symon had to assess what might await him outside, though. If the beast lied in wait, it would catch him vulnerable. Weak.

The moon hung higher than it used to. Symon judged the sky by agonizingly leaning forward and looking outside. On the floor, moonlight revealed the collected dust and giant marks left by the beast’s clawing.

It bothered Symon that he didn’t know what chased him. No underling or foulling could’ve been that size, and he had never seen an upper beast among the spruce. He wanted to put a label on what would have impaled him and left his corpse to be nibbled on by inferior vermin, to know what might’ve put him in the ground. Wanted to name it, track it, and extract its morphed, decaying heart. The arachnoid nearly made Symon’s own heart stop.

The ringing in his ears subsided finally. He scooted forward some until a small sparkle caught his attention. Glass from the windows, shiny under the moonlight. He crawled slowly towards it. 

In the glass, he could see his reflection. His hair stuck to his hot face, wisps of brown bangs glued to his sweat-slick skin. The back of his head looked a wild mess, frizzy, most likely coated in dust and blood. Blood was splattered across him, a combination of his own blood and the oil-colored blood from underlings. His shirt and pants were torn beyond what the little stitching he knew could repair.

The reflection reminded him of his father, and he loathed it.

Worthless fool, he thought, and wasn’t sure if he meant his father or himself.

Symon listened to his breathing for a few minutes, trying to ground himself. The distant echo of another noise distracted him, though, pulling away from his reflection.

He heard what he thought were grunts and whines, just a few of them—then crowds of tapping, groans, and growls. Rhythmic, animalistic sounds daring him to crawl to the broken window and peek outside.

He winced, then exhaled sharply. I shouldn’t But I have to.

When Symon finally gathered up the strength to drag himself to the window, he wished he had stayed unconscious.

The beast that had crashed its claw through the window lay in the front yard of the house—dead. It oozed onyx liquid from where it had been punctured, killed by something. But by what?

In the small field, in the trees, everywhere, there was more of the arachnoid. Not copies of it, but more beasts of its size, and in various different warped forms.

More beasts, what seemed like an army of them, had filled the forest when he was blissfully unconscious. 

Symon couldn’t even take one. He knew damn well he couldn’t fight an army, especially with some having talons, some having fangs. Especially in his current condition. 

Those beasts outside would descend on me like vultures to a body. 

All of the beasts were large, grisly, and probably hungry to slaughter.

Squinting at the dead arachnoid in the front, it was obvious one of the new arrivals had taken care of it. This army cut off its weaker links, it seemed, swift and heartless. A chilling trait for any beast to have, but not common. Beasts didn’t kill their kin without reason. 

But...

These things looked nothing like regular beasts. They were mutated, carrying more numbers than a pack naturally would. They had some with raised spikes, elongated fangs. Symon saw one that had talons like the arachnoid. 

Whatever these were, they weren’t normal. And there was no way to carve a path to safety. One pistol and knife couldn’t save his life.

What could he do to save himself? What could he do to investigate the swarm of these changed beasts?

I can... I can return. Find help.

He could go back to Altharese. Go back to what he left and find help to thwart whatever this was. That might’ve been his only option, even if it was the most painful. If he didn’t do anything, he had no doubt that those atrocities would raise hell in Altharese and kill hundreds of innocent people.

However, getting to Altharese would hard. Symon reminded himself he had to go through the bloodthirsty array of mutants outside.

He was surrounded. Trapped in a rickety house by unknown horrors with only one likely solution: prepare to shake Death’s brumal hand.
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Bloody Reunion

Celene

COBWEBS HAD STREWN themselves across the shelves of the Altharese Archives, stray dust caught in them. Ancient books lined each row, shelves upon shelves of knowledge, crumbs and ashes neighboring them. New hunters hardly touched them. Veterans were the ones to stain pages and weather the leather. Those clever or curious enough to search the papers were rewarded by the published experiences of hunters who lived to tell their tales.

And only the smart ones actually apply what they learn to their escapades.

Late into nights, when the city hushed, delved into silence, Celene cleaned what few people cared for. The Archives’s biographies of esteemed hunters, hundreds of bestiaries, and encyclopedias on each and every shelf. She’d drag her stool and duster down the aisles, crouching to the floor and growing on the tips of her toes to reach from crevice to crack.

When she found traces of ash and soot, her face scrunched. Doctor Piere Rilt never minded where he smoked, wandering around to find whatever book he thought he needed, leaving a trail of cigarette remains and coffee spillage. He pissed off Celene and the entire janitorial department with his habits. Some of the more colorfully speaking caretakers would say they wanted to crack his glasses into his head, grab him by the hair, and shove his face into the filth he left.

The Archives were a multistory library with facilities for hunters. There were bathrooms, rooms for resting, an in-house doctor, and floors and floors of literature. You’d think that would be one place that Piere’s litter wasn’t found, but Celene had found ash, coffee stains, and stray papers of his on every floor.

She never despised the doctor, though, contrary to popular belief. Begrudgingly, she picked up after the doctor. He was her colleague after all—a close one at that. She almost considered him a friend.

Almost. 

She never cursed aloud at him, but instead urged him to be more mindful about where he sloshed his cup of coffee and stubbed out his cigarette. Piere was only doing his job in the methodical process that was completely his own.

No matter how much she wanted to make the caretakers’ violent dreams a reality and shove Piere over the fourth-floor railing—Celene bore the doctor’s carelessness. He’d been the one to secure her a job at the Archives after all, and he was her only way of staying employed there. She was only an assistant, trapped in a dispensable position when she needed more to sustain herself on.

She couldn't have gotten the job on her own. She came from a barely affluent family, people who were washed out with money and luxury. Her father did credible work, her mother wooed crowds, but alone, Celene stood with nothing but a degree of higher education in journalism that seemed like it was worth nothing and a crummy apartment.

In short, Celene couldn’t afford to get booted because her lips were loose. Her job had been given to her through the goodwill of Piere himself and one of the Archives’s gracious benefactors anyways. She’d be considered bratty if she acted ungrateful.

And though she held reservations about her current position, Celen swore she would make archivist one day, put her degree to use, or even take Piere’s place as the Archives’s resident doctor, and have her anger of being overlooked by higher-ups relent finally. She’d be the one schmoozing with beneficiaries, going to cocktail parties, arriving and going from work whenever she wanted.

She’d be the rich man in charge.

For the time being, however, she’d stick to cleaning the shelves, logging hunters’ activities, and tending to the front desk.

The night was slow. Only a few faces filtered in and out of the Archives. Celene finished her beginning-of-shift rituals rather quickly, cleaning and taking inventory. 

On her first night, she recalled that it had taken her hours to finish dusting. She thanked the Granting Hands for how she improved with time.

The front desk became her own space as she settled in. Small trinkets lied around—a clay pot for quills and traditional card sets—things she idled and toyed with when nothing called for her.

Celene took her seat at the front desk, dusting done for. She listened to the faint creak of her rosewood chair, the legs weathered yet durable. She wished for something more appropriate than the dining chair Piere dragged in on her first day upon discovering the Archives had no extra seats, but the plush velvet on of the chair’s cushion would do for a while longer.

Her senses sunk into the ordinariness of everything. The smell of books and parchment, the strong scent of cedar and gunpowder, and the soft ticking of the century-old grandfather clock near the entryway. 

Normality made her insane. Made her head shake, want to pull at her red curls, toss her glasses off and squeeze her eyes shut. The madness always reminded her of all the things in the Archives she’d grown to harbor a burning hatred for. The bothersome shuffling of books, someone coughing, the way Piere snapped at her to get her attention.

The only deviation from habitualness was what the hunters brought. Celene enjoyed seeing them walk in, tired and run ragged, absolutely teeming with a thirst for knowledge or guidance. The reek of beast followed them, partnered with smudges of their blood and their enemies’ viscera. Hunters came with the look of their conquests, serving as walking reminders of what was lying out in the world, out in Altharese’s forest. 

Blood and guts were not a comfort, of course not, but a form of welcomed interruption to the Archives's peace. A distraction that Celene almost anticipated when she began a shift.

Snapping startled Celene, a shiver passing through her. Her trance of thinking was ruined, the hit of reality forcing her to rejoin the real world. When she looked up from her desk, she frowned at Piere. 

Annoyingly inquisitive brown eyes peered into her green ones before square glasses were pushed up the bridge of his nose, catching a slight reflection of light. Piere kept his looks trimmed and neat, dark hair never too long or out of place. He definitely dyed his gray hairs away before anyone spotted them; Celene always swore his hair was a shade darker than the last time she saw him. 

He never favored appearing old, Celene had learned this over the course of her career with Piere. I mean, who would? He’s into his early thirties and already showing signs of wrinkles. I guess stress really does take its toll.

And though Piere strived to hide the characteristics he thought to be unsavory, he adored emphasizing and showing off any and all traits of his masculine beauty, as he put it. The feature Piere loved pointing out on himself most was the beauty marks dotting his brown skin. He had a habit of bragging about them, acting like Celene didn’t have her own starry face of freckles.

“I thought you were dead,” the doctor teased in his smooth, airy voice. “Thought about scaring you to get your attention. I’m not that mean though."

He fluffed his white coat, basically hugging himself in it. Celene hated that he wore brown pants with it instead of white. He wanted to “Break doctoral fashion standards,” he said.

No, not that mean, Celene thought. More annoying than mean.

“If I was dead, I would’ve preferred you left me like that.” Celene forced a smile. “What do you need?”

“I need you sharp. Tonight could get hectic. Kyran dropped by, said he’d hear four people talking about a spike in sightings tonight.” Piere dropped a stack of papers on the desk, one of them stained by a brown outline of a cup. Another of his vexing habits. “Also need you to catch up on some of these. I’ve got things to do in the office.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line, fighting an intrusive urge to shove the papers into the floor. “Got it.”

He was five steps away when he turned around.

“Nearly forgot—the benefactor wants to see you. It’s a one-on-one between you two. I’ll be busy, so I can’t grace you two with my presence during it. You’ll be meeting in the old warehouse from last time.”

The benefactor wants to see me? Alone?

“Busy doing what?”

“Work, Celene.” Piere tutted. She expected his childishly rude tone, but it was rude regardless. “The only reason I should be bothered is if Ilenia comes in.”

Why wouldn’t the only reason he needs to be disturbed is if his ex-wife stops by?

“Yeah. You got it, doc.” She waved him away, like she could control whether he stayed or left, eyes drifting to the papers.

The benefactor. He never visited unless an urgent matter pressed it. Piere wouldn’t miss a meeting unless he was hungover, tired, or hungover and tired. And if Celene was meant to take this meeting by herself, he was probably both.

A worrying and riveting realization dawned on her. An opportunity to outdo and outrank could be on the horizon. To outdo Piere...

She never liked visiting any of the Archives's investors. They pranced around like peacocks in their airs of nobility and pretended superiority. But Piere and Celene were on this particular benefactor’s radar for years, helping him with the work he said would upstart a change.

The circumstances of their exchange might appear a little... illegal, yes, but it was supposed for a good cause.

That cause? Celene didn’t know the exact details of, but she’d been clawing her way slowly into the benefactor’s good graces, fighting to be his favored employee, to be the one he told sensitive things and gave the lay of the land.

This meeting could be a chance for her to learn something, to get closer to the investor. But before she could head off, she had other, more menial tasks to take care of first.

With a spent sigh, Celene started thumbing through the pages. The doctor’s work never came organized or labelled. Half of it was trite medical gibberish, the rest mediocre research she would have to correct.

A stifling smell disrupted her cataloging, pages flying everywhere when a strong wind gusted in. Papers and quills settled on the floor, the heavy front doors slamming shut. 

Celene balled her hands into fists, trying and failing to contain the contempt boiling in her. She was ready to give up composure and just curse at the culprit who opened the doors so widely—but the man standing in the threshold stunned her before any vulgar words could slip out.

Celene noticed the unruliness of him first, then his hands, his eyes that flitted across the room. She saw frizzled brown hair, tattered clothes, and the headiness of all the carnage he was soaked in, like he had drowned in a gutted corpse. It made the man stick out sorely, patrons swiveling their heads to frown at the walking smell of death. It made the man stick out sorely, patrons swiveling their heads to frown at the walking smell of death. He was a hunter, no doubt, wearing a leather trench coat hugging him and carrying weapons that hung in holsters.

Celene grimaced, recoiling from the smell as he approached.

“I need something...” he muttered, placing his hands on the edge of the desk. Dark red from his palms marred the wood.

She shielded her nose, snatching the document of the Archives’s account holders away from his proximity. “You need a lot. Your name?”

The hunter’s eyes narrowed, and Celene noticed the heavy bags under his eyes. He acted reluctant to share anything, let alone a name.

“Symon Esqueburn.” he scowled, then quickly added on, “I don’t need anything you think I do. All I need is a bestiary.”

“Not a doctor? Or... a shower?” Celene ignored his snark, trying her best to be cordial.

Skimming through the account holders, her gaze shifted between the page and the fetid Symon Esqueburn. She already knew he wasn’t registered. The last name Esqueburn had been disgraced throughout Altharese.

And, personally, she nurtured a special kind of hate for the Esqueburns. Weak men who fled and died, who couldn’t hack it anymore as hunters once they got an ounce of fame.

She was paid to give patrons, including potential ones, the benefit of the doubt, though, so she’d have to maintain a face of proper customer service and treat the Esqueburn like any other poor hunter.

“Sorry, Symon. You couldn’t have either of those even if you wanted them. You aren’t registered with us. That means no bestiary either.” She realized too late how she spoke with a bite of venom. She cleared her throat, doing her best to imitate an apologetic smile.

“The hell do you mean?” Symon gripped the edge of the desk tighter, leaning forward in what Celene believed to be an attempt of intimidation. His height offered leverage, but he looked weak.

The Esqueburns are weak, it’s no surprise.

“She means you’re getting a free stay at the luxurious Altharese Archives, Symon.”

I thought you left! No! Celene pressed her lips together. Why is he still here? 

Sarcasm laced into the words, the voice coming from one of the aisles of books. Celene recognized the deep, relaxed voice anywhere. She sucked in air through gritted teeth, begrudgingly looking to her side with Symon.

Kyran Grimeye stood in one of the poetry sections, an obnoxious grin across his face. He seemed to know that he pissed her off. 

He has to know. With the way he always speaks so slowly, laying his voice heavy on his consonants, sounding like a boy from the valley. He knows I don't like his commandeering act, his way of capturing a room’s attention.

Celene tried not to scowl at Kyran, but couldn’t help herself. She avoided talking to him if she could, but she couldn’t maintain too much distance, couldn’t deem him a stranger. Kyran had known Piere for a long time, Ilenia, too.

Because of their association with Piere, Celene had to grow used to the hunters and put on a friendly front with them. 

With Ilenia, though, she didn’t need to front anything; Celene was content being genuinely pleasant. Ilenia was funny, kind, a no-shit kind of person. 

And Kyran... was Kyran. An impressive hunter, yes, but blunt, harshly honest, too snarky for his own good. So regardless of who had more experience or prestige as a hunter, Celene preferred Ilenia’s company. 

Another reason Celene liked Ilenia more was that didn’t strive to be a witty pain in the ass, unlike some people.

“Kyran, he isn’t registered. I can deal with him.” She stretched an arm over, about to pry Symon’s bloody hands off her desk. Celene cursed the thought of having to clean the stains.

She stilled, though, along with Symon, when Kyran spoke next.

“Celene, you never told me you met Symon.”
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Back from the Dead

Symon

UNDER A SINGLE WAN light in a compact exam room he thought he’d never see again, Symon was tended to. White powder specks from dry bandages floated like wisps in the air. 

His pain didn’t fade. Only the bleeding stopped. It was a miracle his body wasn’t sliced to ribbons, Piere, the doctor he never thought of talking to again, said. Everything still hurt like he’d been cut into pieces, though. His muscles still throbbed, lungs still struggled to breathe, body still screamed.

Symon hadn't caught himself up mentally. Escaping the woods and reentering Altharese was a blur to him, like he’d moved through a dream to get to where he was. Part of him still believed he was in that house in the woods, dying as beasts knocked at the door. He had so many questions, not only for the people fussing over him, but for himself.

How was he able to run like hell from a small fleet of those things? His mind served snippets of his feet running, claws taking swipes. His pants were torn past even the point of being capris. That answered his first question—somewhat. 

His body moved without his mind, darting through an open path among the beasts. Symon escaped with minimal injury and pieces of his pants somehow.

His second question was harder to answer. What brought him to the Archives, back to Altharese? Crawling back to the place he spent the last of his youth. Back to Kyran and Ilenia. Piere.

I wanted to get help, to tell somehow about what I saw. But why these people? Why would the people I abandoned care about what I have to say?

People who he cared for were at the Altharese Archives. People that Symon thought might listen to him. And apparently the latest desk girl, who he learned was named Celene.

Symon eyed the doctor, watching him mutter and sort through antiseptics. Pierre was a familiar face, but not one that offered consolation. 

Symon remembered when he last saw him. It was some after his divorce. Ilenia had been glum for the entire week, grieving her failed marriage. 

Ilenia. Where are you? Are you here, too?

The years before Symon left his friends were stapled in memory. He betrayed their trust and abandoned them. He mourned every memory with them, every time they laughed and hugged and smiled. He thought they’d be done with him after he left such happiness behind.

But Kyran Grimeye—the man Symon could consider closest to him—was in the room with him, nodding along as Piere treated him. Like there was no bad blood—like the last words they exchanged weren’t sharper than the knives they used to kill.

He decided to set questions aside for now. His head had nearly been cracked open apparently; Piere muttered about him potentially needing stitches.

Celene lingered in the doorway, pacing in and out of the room. She looked tense, like to be within five feet of him was to be within five feet of a criminal. It was obvious she was curious, though, wanting to know the state of the situation. Probably about Symon and his relation to Kyran and his stumbling into the archive, too.

He couldn’t banish the memory of how her eyes twitched and mouth twisted when he revealed his last name to her. Too many memories bothered him at that moment. Memories of Kyran and Ilenia, the week following his leave.

The pressure in the back of Symon’s intensified, and he held the back of his neck, grimacing.

The last time he saw Kyran Grimeye, it was before Symon pledged himself entirely to the hunt. He said he wanted out of any sort of relationship, out of everything he built with his team. Out of their damned lives. 

Symon wanted to leave, to have no trace of his past, even if that was impossible. 

Kyran let him go. Symon wondered why to this day. He wished Kyran allowed hatred to blossom inside of him instead of what Symon could only read as... sympathy.

As for Symon’s other teammate, he recalled that Ilenia resented him, shoved him away and told him to come back when he realized the value of the life they’d all built together. “We chose to carve this path together, to be hunters together,” she had said. “And you want to give it up for what? Isolation? Your own greed?” 

Ilenia, the poor woman.

She didn’t know he was back, sitting on a table while her ex-husband treated his wounds. Symon expected an act of public humiliation when she found out.

“You’re good to move.” Piere said, turning stiffly in his chair. “Whatever struck your calf didn’t touch the bone, so this isn’t fatal. Your legs are seriously messed up though. Keep weight off them as much possible. That means limit lifting heavy objects and walking long distances. You’re lucky the Hands decided to keep you alive. Anything worse than a bunch of scratches on your legs and I would have had to amputate.”

Murky, blotting colors still swarmed Symon’s vision, clearing only slightly when Piere talked to him. He had been in a daze since emerging from the forest. 

“Alright,” he murmured, rubbing his eyes. He kept a hand over the side of his face, watching Piere squint at him.

“What got you? The gash looks bad for just being a flesh wound.”

“I don’t know.” Symon tried to shrug, but his body refused.

“He needed a bestiary when he walked in and made a mess of my desk, remember?” Celene stopped in the doorway, arms crossed and tone accusing. Symon got a good look at her in the light—red curls that matched her flaming attitude, green eyes holding a desire to peer a hole through him. Her gold, round glasses cooled her furious features only slightly.

The formal dress she wore of a navy button-down and black pants made her appear erudite in an astutely geeky way.

“Celene.” Piere cast a warning glare at her, then readdressed Symon. “Here.” 

He went over to the table in the corner of the room, dug around in a jar, then offered a white pill to Symon. “You’re shaking like crazy. This should help your nerves.”

“Let her bite at him. He doesn’t care. Near death stops nobody like Symon.” Kyran’s voice joined them, chilling Symon. His deep timbre was a ghost, passing through to haunt the room.

He hadn’t changed much. His hair was longer, down to just above his shoulders, and darker than Symon remembered. Pale, arctic eyes stared at him. Judging and waiting. There was never ever any tenderness extended from Kyran’s intimidating gaze.

Symon remembered how sweetly those eyes could look at him.

A wave of nausea warmed his stomach, threatening to make him gag up the stew of fluid and blood in his stomach. Thinking of his past made him wince.

When a piece of the past was living, walking, and breathing in front of him, it was hard to make a face or go la la la to make it vanish. He couldn’t wish Kyran; he had to face the consequences of his actions, which were facing Kyran, and probably Ilenia, head on after fleeing back to the Archives after all this time.

“Can he say more than two sentences?” Celene scowled. She moved aside some to allow Kyran by her.

“He doesn’t run his mouth, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Kyran brushed past her, peering down at Symon. Had he grown? He felt ten times taller. But he also felt a thousand times more distant, so Symon didn’t trust himself to notice changes. If there was any anger Kyran harbored, it was undetectable in his words. “What happened to you? Let’s start there.”

Talking to someone he abandoned was a surreal experience. A knowing, scolding voice tugged at Symon, berating him for hobbling his way to the Archives and bleeding all over the front desk. If he knew Kyran would dawn the place with his presence, bleeding out would have been preferrable. 

“Kyran,” Symon croaked, “I can leave.”

“I didn’t ask if you could leave. I asked you what happened.” Kyran stepped forward, demanding an answer with his narrowed eyes. Symon shrunk under him, shifting awkwardly on the edge of the table.

Kyran took notice and sighed. His face softened, words a little lighter when he spoke next. “Last I knew, you were a good enough hunter to avoid getting ambushed.”

Symon’s throat closed up. Not a good enough person though, he thought. 

Kyran’s sternness blended well with his compassion. It nearly seemed like manipulation, and it could be if it was weaponized correctly.

Symon knew he couldn’t refrain from telling the truth here, he couldn’t hide or run away, so he licked his lips and regaled them of his horror story. He started at the forest, discovering the corpse, then went to the arachnoid ambush, and finally the house. He left out measly details like the underling biting him. His ego could do without embarrassing himself in front of Kyran.

Celene looked unconvinced, and Piere had his lips tightened as if he was in doubt. Kyran, though, nodded along, listening to each segment of the story with a neutral expression. 

The ending was difficult to put into words, of how beasts he couldn’t name surrounded him and killed their own kind because of its failure to kill him.

“This is ridiculous. How could he have even gotten out of a place like that?” Celene interjected at the end of his story, giving Kyran a look of what Symon thought was detestation.

“Why are you trying to make him seem guilty of something?” Piere piped in, elbows rested on his knees, leaning into the turn of conversation. “He walked in looking half dead.”

“He still walked in. And I thought you doubted him too!”

“I waited.” Symon said, sadly putting everyone’s attention back on him. “I waited for the right opportunity. The animals hunt more in the night, they come out to all parts of the forest. There’s not many of them, but there’s enough. They draw attention. So when they came, when some of the beasts went to them, I ran. But what I saw...” He trailed off, meeting Celene’s scorning with grimly creased eyes. “They weren’t normal beasts. They had... these body parts that weren’t natural. They killed the one that couldn’t catch me, and I know that’s sometimes normal, but they didn’t eat the carcass. Just left it there to lie—”

“Well. We have a lot to discuss. A lot to decide.” Kyran cleared his throat, watching Celene as he probably expected a snide remark. Symon didn’t miss how she squirmed oddly at the mention of irregular beasts.

She doesn’t seem the squeamish type, but I guess we’re all different than we seem.

“That we do.” Piere reached out to put an unwanted hand on Symon’s shoulder, causing him to shudder. “You’re welcome to everything the Archives have. There’s a bathroom on the second floor. It’s small, but there’s a tub.”

“He gets to stay?” Celene looked offended, like they were letting a rat live in the walls and eat garbage.

“Yes, he does. And you get to go, Celene.” Piere tilted his head, an understanding of some kind between the doctor and his assistant.

Symon furrowed his brows when she swore quietly, then left the room with a glare.

“She’s just a lively one. A little rude to everyone. Don’t let it trouble you.” Piere smiled lightheartedly at Symon, abandoning his rickety chair to leave as well. “Find me if you need
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