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  Foreword

Mumblings from the Weaver of Words


This is not a study in grammatical perfection, because thought, speech, and reality do not obey the human construct of grammatical structure. 
Fuck that noise! 
Sometimes, thoughts dangle in... awkward places
And sometimes thoughts just start in the middle, with the sort of words that my childhood teachers would cringe at.
But then you also have the thoughts that sort of meander... like they start out not really knowing where they're going—but then courtesy of the ADHD that all of my teachers would belittle me for suffering from but no one had the audacity to suggest that I might actually be suffering from—I realize it doesn't really matter so much where the thought is going as it does that I'm taking the time to have it, to explore it, to live in it, even just for a moment.
Because thoughts matter.
Feelings matter.
Words matter.
But nothing has to be perfect.
Beauty is in the imperfections. 
<3
I have made up words. I have unmade words. 
I capitalize. I punctuate. I just don't do it in ways which most sane people would appreciate.
I capitalize BIG Things. Important Things.
I sprinkle ellipses and commas like salt on McDonald's fries and I am single-handedly leading the charge to revive the noble em dash.
Ooooh, Tenses. That might make you wanna slap me with a freshly caught salmon. Please note that sometimes, when you're outside of the construct of Time, Tenses can become... confused, and what is happening now, might actually have happened then, before the was or is. ^.~
I'm fairly certain that the recipe for homemade béchamel overwrote most grammar standards ages ago.
I have utterly butchered grammatical rules and bent over backwards to make an ancient language my illogical bitch. (And then promptly decided that I was too terrified of being utterly bullied for trying, so I cut out all but a few, despite the hours of research and creative manipulations I put into each one. Fuck you, bullies.) 
I have combined colloquialisms and turns of phrase that have absolutely no right to exist in the same place.
I have swung between POVs like a mad Shakespearean witch with cramps and chocolate ice cream. 
I have used modern slang in places that even I cannot realistically explain away. 
I have forgotten how to spell realistically 3x and had to check over and over because the ADHD fucking distracted me. 
I am either inventing a new writing style or giving birth to a manic daydream. 
Squirrel
Oh, and Fuck. 
Because Fuck. 
Oooh, and numbers. I have some weird thing about seeing them used in blocks of text except under a very specific set of rules, which, to be quite honest, I don't even know and could in no way logically explain to another being.
And the cheese! My lord and savior, sweet baby Cheesus. I have sinned against decency. (And liked it.) 
I have made shameless pop culture references.
I have been shameless in many, many respects. 
But I don't think I made any actual pop culture references to Shameless. (No Gallagher pedicures here.)
<.< And I'm not afraid of a little side-eye.
I have gender-swapped, legend-bent, myth-fucked, and dematerialized deities. Not sure where I draw the line at this point.
If you have a problem with these things, by all means, please feel free to yeet yourself into the Void.
I am firmly convinced that a good psych could at least half diagnose me from this blurb alone. 
High-five to the ND homies who get it. \o/





~~~~~~~~~~

There is a reason that Music and Poetry touch the collective human consciousness so deeply. 

They follow the natural rhythm and cadence of feeling and thought, not the strict, sterile structure of grammar. 

The same way the right voice, in the right tone, can cut through the deepest fog.

~~~~~~~~~~








  
  Content Warning


Trauma—all of it. 
Including but not limited to: alcohol, nudity, violence, strong language, sex, themes of loss and death, SA, abuse, and a general lack of human integrity.
This is a story of death, and rebirth, and everything that lands in between.
The universe is created, a shitload of traumatic experiences that add up to Life happen, and then everyone dies. 
This book walks quietly through those experiences and—in my own way—attempts to offer them the respect they deserve.
If you are not prepared to walk quietly with us, turn back now.
The events in this story are meant to be received, not condoned; understood, not judged. 
When it makes you angry, when it makes you uncomfortable—KEEP GOING.






  
  The Underworld
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  Chapter one
In Which CharMel


Our story unfolds at a crossroads, on the edge of Life and Death. 
For eons, Charine has watched as souls came from Life and either continued on to the lands of Death or found their way back through the misty void to whatever bodies they had left behind.  
Always one direction, a pause, and then either the fork in the road or back the way they had come.  
That is... until today. 
A lone farmhouse stands in a patch of dim, not-quite light—filtering through a thick, foggy mist, lending itself to a sort of eternal twilight. Deep, wide windows span the front and sides of both stories, reflecting that all-consuming mist. Dark, near-black strands of vine crisscross the windows here and there, ivy leaves of varying dark tones—from that first deep blue of the night's sky to blackest pitch—ruffling in an ever-present not-breeze that one could never quite feel. 
A broad, misshapen expanse of wood dominated the front of the building.  
The porch—seemingly fitted together entirely of driftwood—was home to a few high café tables and chairs. More ivy clung in the corners and draped over and around the spindled rail. Sickly black shadowgrass tickled at the spindles from the other side, spreading down the length of the building and out until it met a clear dirt path, no more than three people wide.  
That path cut a swath straight out of the mist, traveled past the front of the out-of-place café, and continued on another fifty yards or so before veering into a fork.  
The edge of the property was marked by a towering sign topped with red neon flashing out the word "Ether"—at its base sat a cluster of rocks and small boulders. Just beyond those boulders, the road forked.  
One path cleaved left at a sharp angle before continuing in the same smooth, even manner until it disappeared into the mist some distance further along.  
The other fork barely shifted rightward and continued on and up and up and up—steep and unforgiving. Halfway up, jagged rocks burst forth from the dirt, rising in number, size, and viciousness as the slope rose—until it disappeared into the mist overhead, looking entirely impassable. 
The air was heavy, not just with mist, but with something that dampened sound, thickened the breath that no one here truly needed to take, and almost seemed to lay upon the shoulders, padding the skin so that everything was felt through a layer of cottony separation.  
Tangible.  
The air was almost suffocatingly tangible. 
The entire picture seemed to convey both an invitation and a need to hurry along. 
This is The Ether café.  
Perched at the crossroads of All Things.  
Last refuge of the Damned, the Redeemed, the Innocent, and everything in between.  
Ensconced in the only discernible patch of reality within the misty, formless Barrens of the Plain of Lethe.  
Souls who hang in the balance—near death, in comas, and prolonged illnesses, as well as those in transition from one stage to the other—can find respite here, for as long as the spirit demands, before pressing on to the realm their fate has determined.  
Very rarely, some confident souls will stride right past without ever pausing on their route to the fork in the road.  
One would suspect that some folks never saw the fork so much as an inevitable uphill trudge into that jagged, mist-enveloped darkness.
Today something changed, as Char swept the dust and shadows from the café porch in the ever-unchanging misty dimness of the void that still somehow had a taste to it—an echoing muffled knowing of early morning, of that fluttering moment just before dawn breaks.  
She could always taste the time here. 
Swiff, snick, swiff, snick.  
The small pile of debris was launched off the edge of the step into a somehow unmoving breeze and carried away into the nothingness.  
The corner of the yellow apron she wore to protect a simple blue sundress rose in a hand to wipe the dust from her face, dropping just in time for mist-grey eyes to witness the unprecedented phenomenon.  
A hand snaked up, nervously tucking a few strands of silver hair that had escaped from her braid back behind her ear. Char stared, a beautiful picture of utter confusion. Her pearled skin nearly glowed in the dusky air, as if a piece of the mist itself had stepped out, brimming with silver life.  
She stood there—looking every bit like a moonbeam trapped in spun glass.  
And there, just up the road, just beyond the ruby glow of the diner's flashing neon light, strange things were happening.  
She watched as a figure crested the hill to Death and began striding, sauntering even, down the hill—feet falling effortlessly between the spires and crags of rock as though they made no difference. 
In entirely the wrong direction. 
The shadowy figure drew to a halt after stepping over the final shard of crystalline rock, shiver shaking itself from head to toe—as though to dislodge clinging bits of the mist it had emerged from. Slowly, its head turned, taking in the strange between-space that the café inhabited—surely quite different from whatever occupied the other side of that misty veil atop the hill.  
Path.  
Grass.
Edge of porch. 
Eyes widen slightly. 
Table. 
Door.  
Char, perched at the edge of the steps—broom clutched in both hands like a lifeline.  
Eyes widen dramatically.  
Bright blue bursts began swimming across the surface of the inky black figure. Slowly, steadily, but slowly, he begins to close the gap between them, and his eyes lock on Char. Tromping straight through the shadowgrass in great muddy boots. The light, color, and visibility surrounding the figure ebbed and flowed with the sparks of lightning dancing across skin, revealing humanoid features—sharp planes.  
There was a determination to the set of this character that dislodged a kernel of apprehension from deep inside Char, loosing it to float to the surface of her consciousness. 
This was not the way of things. 
The figure paused at the foot of the porch stairs—little more than an arm's length separating him from Char. 
Char's grip on the broom tightened, strangling the handle.  
What was this tension sizzling in the air? As if it were radiating out of the mysterious figure in waves. Char had never experienced something so vivid here in the padded existence of the Void.  
Everything here is softened, diluted, under the ever-present gauziness of the Mist. A blessing to the travelers who pilgrimage through here, for surely they would shatter under the weight of their own circumstances.  
The blessed swaddling of the Mist was, in a way, trying to help— trying to ease the passage.  
The stranger bent at the waist, and Char tensed for a moment, unsure what to expect, but he merely began patting dust from his pants, slowly striking his way down the length of his legs.  
She used the opportunity to surreptitiously study this new traveler. He was undoubtedly a male humanoid, yet his appearance was unlike any other she had ever seen in this place. Skin the color of hematite—that black of the deepest caves where the sun has never walked, with the slightest sheen of silver to it—and there, swimming just beneath the surface of his skin, bright blue bolts of lightning sparking in and out as though alive.  
His hair fell in a nimbus of loose waves—inky black—just past his shoulders. As he moved, the waves moved with him, revealing abstract highlights in every dark shade from indigo to violet, shimmering through his locks like a living oil slick.  
Broad shoulders, covered in a simple black linen shirt, round-collared and vee'd a few inches down—displaying that hollow well at the base of his throat—just a peek of angular-cut collarbones, and a hint at the solid expanse of chest that tapered away to a pair of well-worn, faded black leather trousers—no doubt all that remained of some unfortunate Voidbeast. 
He patted along, her eyes following, pointedly avoiding the thin leather belt strapped around his left thigh, tucked full of wicked-looking blades. He stopped at his shins, not bothering with the last few inches of dust-smeared leather that led to a pair of cracked and worn mud-crusted boots. 
Slowly, ever so slowly, he rose back to standing, his eyes meeting Char's as his arms stretched above his head. A disarming smile broke across his face when he took in her expression.  
Blue—nearly the same phosphorescent shade as the living lightning that danced beneath his skin—but somehow more… alive. The open, undistilled emotion in his eyes was staggering in its beauty. She had never experienced something so raw here—even the self-mourning of the souls she guided couldn't compare, and the sight left her shaken, slack-jawed.  
He chuckled, deep and smooth, with just the slightest grit as he slid across the lowest tones. Like whiskey poured through the caramelized ashes of a sugar fire.  
Char shivered at the sensation of that sound dancing down her spine. Why was this man like electricity thrumming on a raw nerve?  
He lowered his arms—hands coming to scrub at his face, long fingers tracing up through his hair, breaking that eager gaze—allowing Char a stolen moment to recompose herself.  
"I've never made it this far out to the Styx before," he said—voice just as sweet and smoky as the chuckle had promised, so low she felt it in her belly. 
One hand lingering in the hair at his nape, the other adjusting the strap of a leather satchel slung over his shoulder,  
"I'm afraid I don't know precisely where I am."  
Again with that utterly disarming smile, teeth nearly radiant against the dark pitch of his skin, the slightest dimple beginning to show on one side. Another deep chuckle followed, and Char realized she was staring—mute. 
In the history of History, Char had never found herself at a loss to aid a traveler through the Void, and she'd be damned if she started today. A new sense of determination blossomed in her chest, and she drew herself together—posture straightening, hands loosening their death grip on the broom handle as she returned her sight from his grin to those eyes of living blue. 
"You find yourself at the crossroads between realms, traveler. Allow me to welcome you to The Ether. All are welcome to rest here until their path is clear. Please, do come inside." She took one step back, slipping clear of the top of the steps, encouraging him toward the door with a sweep of her arm. Her friendliest smile slipped across her face, crinkling the corners of her eyes with an overall air of reassurance.  
When Char truly began measuring out the aria of comfort that dwelled within the deepest pits of her being, it was akin to being wrapped in a fluffy blanket and tucked into the cradle of your babehood. The ease with which she simply cared left all those in her wake a little softer, a little changed, as she sanded away the sharp edges with nothing more than a smile and a soft hand. 
Apparently even this road-weary traveler was not immune to the charms of the café dweller. Those teeming blue eyes softened—the sizzling tension that had been emanating from him eased back—not altogether gone but certainly lessened.  
"Might I ask your name?" His head cocked slightly to the side as if examining something he wasn't wholly sure of.  
"Travelers call me Char." Her eyes closed as the smile slipped to something smaller, nodding slightly in greeting—more at ease, sliding into the familiar territory of aiding a lost soul.  
"Char—that's a curious name. It's an honor to make your acquaintance." His hand raised between them as he climbed the first step to the porch, and she hesitated a moment—just a moment, but it did not go unnoticed.  
"I'm Mel." And as their skin made contact, it was as though every bolt of lightning—every shard of electricity that lived beneath his skin—rocketed faster than the eye could trace, straight to that hand. A visible arc of electricity shot between them, tracing around their connected hands like living jewelry.  
He pulled back first—eyes shot wide, the whites overwhelming his face with surprise—shaking his hand as though it stung, scratching his palm across the fabric of his shirt, and quickly schooling his features into bewilderment.  
"I... I'm terribly sorry. That has never happened before."  
Char stared wide-eyed at the hand she still held out between them, flabbergasted by the most intense physical feeling she had ever experienced—having absolutely no frame of reference.  
"Curious indeed." She spoke, her voice barely audible above a whisper. 
Something about this entire occurrence suddenly felt so familiar—in that way that flutters just a little further away each time you try to grasp at it.






  
  Chapter two
The Narrator 

Vague Details Are  The Best Kind


It is important, dear reader, that you understand the world you find yourself in before our story progresses. 
For you see, this between-place is not simply some unmappable spit of land.  
The Mist not merely an errant collection of fog clouds trapped in some nameless valley.  
The Ether is not your ordinary roadside eatery. 
Once upon a time...  
The beginning of it, to be precise. 
Void.  
The Creator.  
The primordial darkness that preceded all things came to understand that mortal souls would need a guide between realms, lest they become lost to the waters of the Underworld's many guardian rivers.  
Akheron, Great River of Woe.  
A teeming grey-blue froth marks the boundary between the lands of Life and Death. Its straight and steadfast length is the first sight of unbound souls upon entering this realm. The river's sheer intensity ensures that none who enter the waters with life still in their bodies will remain that way when reaching the opposite shore.  
This river runs the height of the Plain of Lethe, top to bottom, drawing an impassable borderline. 
That very security is indeed where the need for a guide arose. The first souls to attempt the crossing were—quite unfortunately—swept away into the tides of eternity.  
Such a tragic end.  
If souls could not pass the very first of the formidable rivers, it certainly did not bode well for the rest of their journey—the crossing into the DeadLands was still two more river passages away. 
The Mist, you see, has not always dominated this land and is so very much more than mere water vapor. The Mist is the result of strange happenings within the Void.  
In the beginning there was no Mist—only the mighty river Styx bisecting the foreboding and desolate Plain of Lethe. Spanning from the boundary of the river Akheron, straight through the plains, across the interminable, circling span of the Cocytus, and on, straight down the center of the Deadlands. The longest river in the underworld only paused at its furthest reach—Halcyon—where the mighty river split, encircling the King of the Underworld's sprawling estate only to feed back on itself like a great Ouroboros.  
Back and forth, all the day and night through, a rickety ferryboat would travel up and down the mighty Styx—Dread River of Oath—manned and captained by a single unseeing skeleton, draped in a cloak of mist and shadow. Trip after trip, Charon traveled from the shore of the raging Akheron down the Styx, breaching the last barrier into the Deadlands, before unloading his precious cargo and repeating the process. 
But that was the beginning, and even the Underworld is not immune to occasional change. 

      [image: image-placeholder]One day, not in the very beginning, but not too terribly long after either, there came a shaking. A vibrating cacophony of movement echoing through the very ground upon which the Underworld sat. None who were present for the happening could speak to what they saw there, what occurred—none remarked on the changes in the topography, as though they had decided things had always simply been that way. 
They had not. 
Where the Plain of Lethe had once lain barren, an impenetrable Mist now hung.
Where the Styx had once spanned this plain, from the Akheron to the Cocytus, lay a dirt path, much narrower than the mighty river had been, but strangely the entire former width of the riverbed seemed to be immune to the Mist that hung and ebbed now across both sides of the still divided plain. About halfway down that path, off to one side and set back a bit behind a narrow patch of stubby black grass, a building had sprung into being, just this side of the barrier of mist. 
The Ether. 
And safely ensconced within its newly formed walls nestled a scrap of a young woman, golden-skinned, wrapped in a glorious cloak of ruby curls.  
Char. 
Fast asleep in her little room at the back of the café. 
So you see, Charon, a mere automaton, had simply been replaced by Charine.  
Pre-programmed, unbending, unbowing purpose.  
Replaced by light, warmth, and empathy.  
Judgment replaced by understanding. 
This stretch of the Styx had not simply disappeared—no, it had been uprooted, transformed. Clinging now, misty in the air, to a vast, amorphous cloud.  
The real change here.  
A new creature of sorts had taken up residence. A limitless, intangible nebula of sentience, exerting all-encompassing dominance across the plain, wearing the mists of the Styx like a cloak of Oath. Squatting in the darkness around Char and the café like a foaming guard dog. Swallowing up all that dare step outside the pre-ordained path of the former Styx. 
What a strange metamorphosis to go unmentioned. 
Not once, in all the eons that followed, did a single soul speak Charine's name or carry more than a passing impression of the comfort she had provided them into the Deadlands.  
For all the Underworld knew, nothing had ever changed.
The waters of the Styx were once known to be the epitome of truthfulness. Its undiluted waters were often ingested by deity and acolyte alike before swearing an oath to ensure honor.  
To be foresworn within the Mist now, to lie even to oneself, will beget dire consequences.  
Were a god to speak falsely within the Mist, they would find themselves in a trancelike paralysis for a full year's rotation, unable to move or speak. And this is only the first stage of the draining. The result leaves a god-level being barely better than mortal for nine long years before their bodies recover enough spiritual energy to retake their powers. 
For to speak false within the Mist is to speak false to the dark heart of the Void.  
And the Creator does not take kindly to being lied to.  
For a mortal to try to cross through the Mists without first facing the truth of oneself is to court misery.  
To attempt to force one's way through the misty barrier anywhere surrounding the Between that the Ether inhabits without first reaching the universal truths of their own existence and coming to terms with their place within the arc'ing, swirling matrix of Gaia's design is to be stripped bare.  
To deem oneself worthy to step within the Mist without both understanding and invitation is an insult to the Void itself, and the Void does not hesitate to punish. 
Those audacious, or sometimes simply unlucky, human souls who wander off the path find themselves sacrificing that burning ember within themselves—the very thing that sets them apart as human.  
Choice, memory, identity, higher thought. 
Stripped.  
Back through the muck to primordial beasts.  
VoidBeasts.  
Seething masses of primal instinct, left to wander through the Mist, gnawed at by undying starvation, in constant danger from the other hidden inhabitants.  
Hunger, anger, fear, lust. These base needs are all that remain.  
Should a lost soul find it within themselves to overcome their base instincts, to wrestle back control from their primal drives, and pull themselves up out of the muck, perhaps a beast could step forth from the Mist and walk upright again.

      [image: image-placeholder]The riverside that the Ether inhabited did not function the same as the surrounding land.  
The Ether café did not function the same as any other location in the Underworld, nor did it function like any other café. 
Charine did not abide by the same laws as the other inhabitants of this realm. 
The Ether was—in every way that mattered—a world unto itself. 
Charine's world, to be quite frank. The café itself never seemed to bend to the will of any but her. It would offer succor to patrons, yes, but for Char it would rearrange its very walls and turn itself inside out if it thought the act would provide her even a small joy. 
No one really worked at the café, not even Char, not truly.
The kitchen offers no door, no entrance of any sort, save the passthrough window in the wall of the café. If one were to peer through that window, they would be rather confused to find the kitchen devoid of cooks. Counters were empty, appliances quiet, even the telltale hum of the refrigerator seemed to be missing. Not an order pad or dish bin in sight. 
Probably for the best—no one had ever seemed inclined to order anything. Utterly reasonable, since food was generally the last sort of nourishment a soul required in the Underworld.  
However, none have ever refused the occasional treat the café has offered up either.  
From time to time a clear little bell will chime through the café, just once, the tinkling carrying all the way out to the porch when necessary. 
Char will make her way to the wide window in the wall behind the counter and find a plate, bowl, or cup of some variety set there, brimming with goodness, a small slip of paper beside it marking the table it was to be delivered to, and she would sweep across the café on a mission to see why the Kitchen had deemed this soul in need of her attention. 
The dish or two a day that would appear in the window was always a welcome opportunity to reach out, to connect, to help.  
A bridge between Char and a soul in need.  
The sweeping of dust that never built up and the scrubbing of counters and tables that were never actually dirty—all of this 'work' was nothing more than distraction. A means to pass the lonely moments in between, the times when she was not truly needed. 
But this, the aiding of souls, This was her purpose here. 
It may be masked in the form of food, but the truth of what they're being served is a memory, a feeling, a reminder.  
That special chicken noodle soup your mother used to make when you were home sick as a child—a hug in a bowl. 
Those delicate ginger cookies that Grandma said always made her think of you—a reminder to see yourself through the eyes of others on occasion.  
The simple homemade bread your mate would make each weekend to serve with tea throughout the week—comfort, consistency, silent love.  
Dishes never spilled, and silverware never fell to the floor. The dishes never lingered beyond a patron's need for them, unobtrusively melting away once their need was fulfilled—almost as if none of it had ever been there. 
The café saw all, it knew all, and it provided what it could to ease the aches and weariness of its patrons. Sensing the most discordant among them and contriving ways to ground them in their knowing and shine the light of Char's harmony on their souls—hastening their acceptance, their passing on to the Deadlands. 
At times it was unclear if Char and the café were here for the benefit of the souls who passed through this land, or if, perhaps, it was the other way round.






  
  Chapter three
Melting


Curious indeed. 
What was that old saying? Curiosity killed the cat? 
Funny, Char was feeling more alive than she had in centuries.  
The stranger, Mel, had crested the last two steps to the porch upon Char's invitation to enter. 
Char had always known she was fairly small, as people go, peaking out at a diminutive but even 5 feet tall. She had never been particularly bothered by her stature, as the café went out of its way to ensure anything she may need access to could be found in the lower cabinets beneath the counter.  
Quite suddenly, though, her lack of height seemed a bit of an insult. As she tipped her head back, and back, and back to find the eyes of the stranger again, peering up from somewhere around the middle of his chest.  
This simply would not do. 
He peered back down at her, mirth written in the little lines around his eyes. Self-assured, one eyebrow quirked, one side of his mouth risen in the slightest smirk as he took in the undeniable size difference between them.  
"You are absolutely a little wisp of a thing, aren't you?"  
A purely rhetorical statement that she'd had positively no intention of gracing with acknowledgement, let alone a response.  
However, she couldn't stop herself as the pointy little tip of her nose crinkled and rounded out, and a single, perfectly lined eyebrow of her own arched back at him with all the sass her little body contained, which she was suddenly aware was a lot.  
She was going to have to start a list of all the feelings she'd need to look up in her books later—she wasn't even sure how to put a name to most of them. 
Char jerked her head once, ever so slightly, towards the door she now held open. 
His eyes sparkled, and his head dipped for a moment. Properly chastised, he took those last few steps across the porch and into the welcoming arms of the Ether.
Something about this traveler was different. Something about this whole interaction felt more solid than the ground beneath her feet.  
Felt like inevitability.  
Felt like beginning.  
The entire café seemed to let out a shuddering sigh as he stepped over the threshold.  
A warm breeze wafted out through the open door, and a drawn-out creaking filled the air, as though every board in the building had shifted with the wind. 
Char was grateful. That sighing creak almost completely covered the squeak that bubbled up out of her as the line of his body, quite intentionally, brushed fully up against her on his way through the door, the faint tingle of the lightning hidden just below his clothes dancing down her arm. 
Almost covered it. 
She was so focused on trying not to make more noises or stare at his backside as he entered... trying really, very hard not to notice how the well-worn leather of his pants seemed born to cradle the curves and lines there. So focused, as a matter of fact, that she didn't even notice the overly curious ShadowIvy leaves that snuck through the door alongside him, tucking themselves behind the unused hostess podium to survey their new surroundings. 
Mel stepped inside, pausing a few steps past the door to adjust to the golden glow of the interior, taking in his surroundings while Char looked on curiously from just behind and a little off to the side, back pressed to the inner frame of the now closed door.  
She found herself hoping that this new stranger considered the café pleasing.
A line of red and white striped leather booths spanned the left-hand wall of windows, running one after another to the back wall. Each topped by a hanging lantern, wrapping each table in a corona of gold-hued light. 
Beside the last booth, set in the back wall, was a dark wood door with a single sign hanging on it containing an amorphous stick figure. A washroom. 
As his eyes slid over the sign, she would have sworn that for the briefest moment, the stick figure grew wings, great wings of darkness upon a figure of night. So swiftly was it gone that Char easily convinced herself it had never been there at all. 
The front wall of the café, to the right of where they now stood, held another handful of booths, a matched set. Where they ended at the front right corner, the space opened up into an open dining area. Large, round tables made from dark, heavy wood were staggered across the floor to the back wall. 
Tucked into the corner, just behind the last table, was a simple wood door, adorned by a small ceramic plaque with a delicate painting of a moonflower on its surface. Char's room. 
Front and center, dominating the majority of the interior space of the café, was the white-walled cube of the kitchen, protruding from the center of the back wall, effectively splitting the floor into separate areas, ringed on three sides by counters and stools that matched the booths.  
The counter was topped with the usual diner bric-a-brac: straw and napkin dispensers, jelly packets, salt, pepper, ketchup, little cups of creamer, and sugar. (No Sweet'n Low or Equal here; fake sugar is reserved for the deepest pits of Tartarus; they say it's refined from the fires of the river Phlegethon.) 
It wasn't impressive.  
It just was.  
It was a refuge for the weary soul.  
It was sanctuary. 
It was home. 
It was suddenly starting to feel awfully crowded.
Mel turned back around sharply to where she still stood, pressed into the corner of the door, just a few feet of wall away from falling straight onto the seat of the first booth. 
The few hand lengths that separated them had seemed just fine when it left her at too close of an angle to be distracted staring at the back of him.  
Now she realized she had made a terrible error. 
Now, even with those inches between them, with the height difference, it was like being buried nose first in his chest. She could smell him, like freshly turned soil and the lingering aroma after a gentle rain. Like a forest floor in the throes of spring—he smelled of Life. 
She was sure she was blushing, her cheeks pale globes with fire dancing across them. 
It was a small mercy that, being backed up against the wall this close, she couldn't tilt her head back quite far enough to meet his eye. If she could, she would have melted at the gentle smile her blush had put on his face, softening all the rigid planes and sharp angles. 
"It's a charming place you've got here." Voice low, dark, and oh so smooth, like the shadows were whispering to her. "I'm honored by your hospitality." 
And with that, his hand raised from where it had hung at his side. Catching hers and raising it, he bent from the shoulders to meet it halfway, hindered by the short distance between them, but just enough to catch her eye and hold it as he brought his lips to her hand. 
Not to the back of her hand—as one might expect from a gentleman—but to the very tops of her fingers, laying a pillow-soft kiss just where they met her knuckles. He exhaled slowly through his nose, hot breath caressing down the crevices between her fingers as his lips lingered and his eyes seared into hers like a living brand. 
Slowly, he rose back up to his full height, eyes sliding closed just as he left her line of sight, and took two small, quick steps backwards—putting enough distance between them for her to find his face again, should she choose. 
"I understand if your work here keeps you terribly busy, but I think I may find myself here for some time, and I would greatly enjoy the opportunity to speak with you further."  
With that he nodded once, not meeting her eyes again, and turned, making his way quickly down the left aisle of the diner, all the way to the very last booth, tossing his pack on the seat before sliding in next to it, his back against the wall, the entire café laid out before him, studiously not looking back up at Char or the door behind her.
Well, now she supposed she had to make it look as though she actually did something here, didn't she?  
With only two other patrons in the café and everything freshly (if unnecessarily) swept and scrubbed, she was going to be hard-pressed to find something to do that didn't look an awful lot like sitting on a stool, staring out the window.  
She could always just sit on a stool and stare at him, but that seemed like the sort of thing that would build to regret.  
Giving in and following him down the aisle immediately didn't seem like it would do her pride any favors.  
Continuing to stand here like a fool wasn't exactly an inspiring choice either. 
Char made her way behind the counter, puttering with just about any loose object below eyeline that she could get her hands on. Clicking at an unused ice cream scoop, tidying silverware in a tray back into perfect rows, and tucking the tail of a napkin back into the edge of the dispenser. She was just about to straighten the already neat stacks of coffee mugs when a throat cleared just the other side of the counter behind her, and she very nearly jumped out of her skin. 
Mel had slid soundlessly from the back booth and slunk across the floor to the counter behind her without so much as a creaked floorboard. Either that or she had been so busy ignoring his existence that the ringing in her ears had masked his approach. 
She was sure it was his fault. 
She was staring like a dolt again. 
He was wearing that damnable soft grin. He had to know the weapon that he wielded there. That solitary dimple was surely capable of bringing entire kingdoms to their knees. Launching a thousand ships. Inciting infernal urges, and all that nonsense. 
Maybe she'd breathed in too much of the Mist while she was out sweeping. 
"Hmmm," Pause. Smile. "That coffee smells fantastic; if it's not too much trouble, I would really enjoy a cup."
Coffee?! What?! There was no... you couldn't smell the coffee.. She could never smell the food here. Was there even coffee? 
"I've always loved that smell. So warm and comforting." He rambled, filling the awkward silence while Char argued in her head. 
"I... well..." This entire day was turning out to be an unpredictable obstacle course. For the first time in the long span of memory, someone was trying to order. It was unprecedented, but Char was nothing if not willing to rise to the occasion, and the café had never let her down before. 
"I'll bring that right over for you." She pasted on her best innocuous customer service smile and turned her back to him, bringing her attention back to the coffee mugs, this time with real determination instead of flimsy excuses.  
She heard him this time as he crossed the floor, accepting her dismissal, back down the aisle to the booth where he'd left his bag— a stack of books and papers now spilled across half the table's surface. 
Char plucked a mug from the rows of stacks, top left first—just like when she read one of the pages in her books, just like she approached everything.  
Ridiculous. 
She had been here for what was likely an eternity, walking these floors so many times that they were as familiar as the halls of her mind, and yet she had never picked up a cup and filled it with coffee before.  
She pursed her lips, set her shoulders, and moved the few steps down the counter, mug in hand. 
Well, feed me to the mist.  
There was coffee, steaming there in the black-lidded pot. 
She reached out too quickly, nearly brushing her fingers against the hot glass before wrapping them around the handle. She held the wide-mouthed mug below chest level as she poured carefully, and indeed she caught the faintest scent, a deep, slightly bitter aroma—but not in a bad way. She wasn't entirely sure how she felt about it, but she was certain she felt something.  
Eyes closed for a moment, Char took a deep breath, steeling herself before turning to face the anomaly of a man who had sprung into her day like a proverbial monkey wrench. 
This very attractive, charming, maddeningly sassy man was more vivid than anything she could ever remember experiencing.  
With his midnight skin—kissed with living lightning, those electric eyes, so alive—seemed to sing to something ancient in her blood like a tuning fork, and that damnable grin. By the time her eyes reached the latter, she was no longer certain where her thoughts had been headed. 
As she passed the second-to-last booth, she thought to herself that she was doing a fantastic job of pretending it was an everyday occurrence for devastatingly handsome men to just march out of Death. 
Sure, happens all the time. 
"Here's your coffee." 
"Thank you." He closed the cover of the leather-bound notebook he'd been reading from and added it to the stack of similar books on the table.  
She settled the cup in the spot the notebook had vacated and moved to make a hasty exit, but he caught her hand as it slid from the cup. His hand engulfed hers, her delicate fingers swamped in his broad palm as he drew his thumb up the line between her ring and middle fingers, looped around her knuckle, achingly slowly, and then traveled back down the line between her middle and index fingers. 
Her face lifted to his, sluggishly—eyes blown wide, pupils just a little too big, lips parted in the slightest oh.  
"Might you join me for a bit?" The light in his eyes was different this time. The sass was nowhere to be found, and this grin was a whole other beast. Perhaps she had spoken too soon, deeming the other one damnable, because this one had a smolder to it that put the fires of the Phlegethon to shame. 
That thrumming was starting again, so deep inside her it felt like her very blood and bones were singing a low, deep melody of shadows. Flaring out around each electrical crackle that danced from his skin to hers. All the while his thumb just kept tracing that static-charged path over, around, and between her fingers, slowing the pace of her thoughts. 
Char looked around the rest of the diner, marking the needs of the other patrons.  
A middle-aged gentleman, just around the curve in the counter at the other side of the café—lost in his thoughts or the mist—stared out the windowed wall across from him.  
An older woman, alone at a booth along the front wall; toothpicks, creamer containers, and jelly packets stacked on the table in front of her—a formidable castle slowly taking shape from the café staples arranged before her. Char saw much more of this sort of creative processing and grieving than one would ever expect.  
They would both be occupied for some time, and if they truly needed anything, the café would always find a way to alert her; it had never failed in that respect either. 
"I suppose it's quiet enough; just let me get myself a…"  
*Pop* 
A teacup decorated in delicate pink flowers rattled into place across from his coffee, full of pomegranate tea. 
Mel started, dropping her hand almost instantly, eyes darting from the newly appeared teacup to the door and back up to Char.  
"That happens often?" Eyebrows raised. 
Char plopped into the booth across from him, a clear level of comfort, as though she found herself sitting here often. She brought both feet up to sit cross-legged under the table, giving her just the slightest boost in the seat. 
"Not often," her eyes hooded slightly, and a blush graced her cheeks again. "Just when I really need something." 
"You don't really need things often?" Mel's head cocked to one side, a bit of concern sliding behind his eyes.  
He picked up his mug, schooling his features behind it before taking a sip. No sugar, no creamer—the shadowy man took his coffee as pitch black as his skin.
"No, not often." Without thought, she mirrored him, picking up her tea and sipping. "The café sees to my needs, but I don't like to feel a burden, so I keep them simple." 
She stared through the window beside them, out into the mist as if searching it for something.  
"Simple things; a roof over my head, a pillow beneath it, a book to keep me company, an occasional cup of tea to warm my insides. I see to the café's needs in thanks. Though, to be fair, the café's needs are even less than my own."  
Another sip.  
Why in the Mist was she telling him this? 
"So it's just you here?" Was that a hint of sadness on his face? 
"Well, I wouldn't say that, exactly." Sip, eyes sparkle. "The café most certainly has a life of its own. Ever vigilant, ever ready to produce a cup of tea at just the right moment. Travelers come and go; they never stay long before passing on. I think of the shadow ivy that clusters on the porch as a sort of friend, though I'm not sure they would return the sentiment." 
"Why wouldn't they? You seem lovely enough; they'd be lucky to have you as a friend." The new twinkle certainly wasn't hurting his already dazzling eyes. 
"There was... an incident." She pointedly looked everywhere except at him. "I... they're not allowed in the café anymore." 
"Is that so?" His eyes drifted over her shoulder towards the door, an eyebrow rising at the cluster of leaves now draped across the top corner of the hostess stand. 
Char sighed, deep and long, a faint growl trailing at the end. "I tripped." She stared into the deep red of her teacup and tried not to turn a matching shade as she recounted the tale. 
"It was one of those rare moments—so many souls had made their way to the café that the second-floor stairwell had opened to allow more guests." She swirled the tea in the cup, searching its surface for answers. "I was upstairs, admiring the piano and checking on patrons, when a bowl of soup appeared in the window."  
Sip.  
"When I tried to deliver it to the table, there was a small cluster of ivy lost in the middle of the floor." 
Sip. 
"I didn't see it until it was almost too late. My balance shifted too quickly, trying not to step on their poor little leaves... First the soup spilled down the front of my dress and splashed in my braid." The blush came on now; there was no fighting it. 
"It... it was hot. I didn't mean to react so intensely; it just launched from my hands. I… I don't think Mr. Rasputin saw the borscht coming until it was too late to dodge." 
Oh, dear Mist, make the words stop. The tea wasn't enough to keep her mouth shut.  
"So now the ivy stays outside. The café does a fairly good job of making sure they don't pass the threshold, but every now and then I have to shoo a few errant leaves out with my broom." Char's face softened, sadness pulling at the corners of her eyes. "I feel bad, leaving them out in the mist all the time."  
This strange man had her talking more than she had to a single person in at least a thousand years. She provided smiling, nodding, and gentle hand pats. She did not do sharing her own opinions, feelings or stories with patrons.  
She needed to stop her traitorous mouth before it started trying to describe the low bass thrumming that kept kicking around the bottom of her belly every time her eyes skittered over his—speeding past in terror of the feeling and refocusing on her tea. 
She itched to ask what had brought him here—to get him talking so that she would stop, but experience had taught her that the sort of people who ended up here would offer that information when they felt ready. 
*Pop*  
A small plate piled high with chocolate chip cookies appeared beside her tea.  
*Pop* 
A short glass tumbler snapped into existence beside the teacup, a single ice cube floating in amber liquid. 
Char tilted her head back, smiling up at the ceiling so broad and genuine that the delicate tip of her nose crinkled.
Mel stared, starstruck at the adoration on her face.  
"Well, it certainly seems like the café is doing a reasonable job of looking after you." His voice tilted lower still, quieter, wistful.  
"I can't help but think that sounds a little lonely, though. A building can't walk beside you, touch your hand, or hold you in the night."  
"I don't know, I wouldn't call it lonely—it's all I've ever known." Her head tilted, eyes rolling up towards the ceiling—as though she were trying to see inside her own head.  
"Just me and the Ether, standing sentinel here in the mist. I don't know how to miss something I've never known." Her voice turned contemplative. "I can't be lonely—there are people here every day." The last sounded as if it was nearly a question. 
"Oh, sweet Char, it is all too easy to stand amongst a sea of people and be entirely alone." Sadness at the back of his voice now—this man knew loneliness. 
Char reached across the table, between the tea and the cookies, and slipped her hand inside his. She reached out to him, not just physically, but from her internal well of comfort and grace—giving to this man that which she gave to all of the Ether's patrons.  
"I'm sorry you've had to endure that, Mel." The warmth of empathy laced each word as it settled within his mind—easing something he hadn't known was there. 
His eyes rose to hers from the swirling surface of his coffee. 
"Such compassion for others, but such nonchalant dismissal of the same concerns for yourself." Head tilted again, puzzlement in his eyes. 
"I don't... I'm not..." She struggled to find the right combination of words to encompass a truth so small, yet so foundational. 
"I don't matter." Succinct. 
His turn to squeeze hands. "That simply can't be true." 
This man did not know her, and it was only five words. So why did she suddenly feel stripped bare in front of him? 
*Pop*
A second glass of amber liquid appeared on the table—this one mirroring the first—across the table next to Mel's coffee. 
Mel huffed a gentle laugh, reaching for the glass. 
Char stared at the ceiling in utter astonishment.  
That had absolutely never happened before.  
The café had never personally served anyone but her.  
This was certainly a day of firsts. 
Her gaze slid back down from the ceiling to find Mel lifting his glass towards her in salute. She lifted hers, returning the gesture with a gentle clink against his glass. 
She lifted the glass, tilting her head back and tossing whiskey down her throat with practiced ease, a small sigh chasing out behind it.  
Mel looked on, both eyebrows raised as he slowly sipped at the liquid in his glass. "That was... impressive. And if I'm being honest, really attractive." 
"I have a lot of free time." Char shrugged.  
She took a smaller sip this time before setting her glass back on the table and reaching for a cookie—tilting the plate across the table in offering.  
"The café makes wonderful chocolate chip cookies. I don't think anyone but me has ever had the opportunity to enjoy them." 
"No one has ever ordered chocolate chip cookies before?" He seemed perplexed by the very idea. 
"No one has ever ordered anything before." Char stared back, large, bright eyes blinking with honesty in the face of his darkness. 
Mel looked around the café with a confused expression for a few moments before he seemed to shake off whatever question had been brewing in his mind. Instead he smiled, small and soft, and reached out, taking the top cookie from the pile on the plate and holding it up to inspect.  
"Chocolate chip happens to be my absolute favorite cookie, so I may be a little harder to impress."  
The cookie seemed to pass his visual inspection—but then he had the audacity to briefly sniff it before taking two tiny bites—a third bite, slightly bigger this time. His eyebrows rose a little. 
"Hmmm, you're right, these are pretty good. They could be better, maybe a pinch of cinnamon, but they're pretty good." 
Char was finding herself a little hard-pressed not to be insulted on the café's behalf. What did this man know about good cookies? 
*Pop* 
A second plate of cookies appeared, rattling just a little louder than the first had when it touched down. A tiny bit of attitude. 
"Hah!" A burst of sudden, genuine laughter bubbled out of Mel as the plate chattered and settled against the tabletop. 
"Challenge accepted, eh?" He picked up a cookie from the new plate, giving it the same stare and sniff treatment the last one had received.  
"I think I'm going to like this place." This cookie had apparently earned itself a much bigger bite than the last one had. He had barely started chewing before he was humming in appreciation, his free hand coming to cover his mouth and perhaps the sound.  
"Now that is a damn good chocolate chip cookie." His free hand retrieved his glass from the table, raising it towards the ceiling in a toast to the café before throwing back the remaining half a glass. Only a moment passed after he replaced the glass on the tabletop before it was magically refilling itself. 
"It would seem your esteem for the café is reciprocated." Char tilted her head, examining this stranger perhaps a little differently than she had up until this point.  
"I can't say that in all of my eons watching over this place, I have ever seen it take any more than a passing notice of patrons." A single curved eyebrow arched upward.  
"What makes you so different, Mel?" She tossed her head back, finishing the last of her drink and setting it back on the table.  
"Why were you able to walk out of Death when no soul before you has ever traversed the path in this direction? Why does my happy home treat you as if you're family? Why can I feel you like an electrical hum thrumming down my skin?" 
Mel slowly finished his cookie, making little happy noises all the while, before meeting her eyes and acknowledging her barrage. 
"That's... a lot of questions."






  
  Chapter four
Charmed


"You're asking an awful lot. I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist on a fair trade." Mel raised an eyebrow at Char, daring her to meet him in the middle. 
"Truth for a truth—question for a question." 
Char had absolutely nothing to lose. She nodded once, reaching for her newly refilled glass, grateful that the café knew her well enough to keep it filled.  
"First things first—and it may actually be the answer to more than one of your questions—but I'm still going to hold you to one-for-one." His chin dipped, one eyebrow still up and creeping higher, a hint of challenge.  
Char's fingers tightened against her glass as she fought not to react, to school her expression into one of bland disinterest. She nodded once, tightly, agreeing to his terms.  
"One-for-one." She agreed. "How are you here?"  
She'd take what answers she could get before he realized she wasn't interesting enough to continue questioning.  
"It is true—mortal souls who have passed into the DeadLands may never again travel out." He paused a moment, an intensity flashing in his eyes that lit every plane of his dark face as he met Char's gaze.
"That rule simply does not apply to me—I am not a mortal soul, and I never passed into the Deadlands—I was born there."  
He watched her face carefully, searching for a hint of the reaction she was working so hard to mask. 
Mel slid his hand across the table slowly, leaving her plenty of time to halt his action, carefully between the plates, glasses, and books that still littered the tabletop. Long, agile fingers gently peeled Char's from her glass, pressing them between his own. His eyes left hers then, focusing on the play of lightning around their joined hands, and her gaze followed his, unable to stop the small look of wonder that rose there.  
"I'm alive, Char. That's how I walked out. Probably the most alive thing this realm has ever seen, aside from yourself. I would wager we both defy the rules of this place." 
She sat motionless, wide eyes darting, following the dancing lines of electricity as the simple touch lit nerves across the entire surface of her skin. Slowly, as each moment passed, Char's pale skin began to take on a soft glow—as though lit from within by moonlight—her entire countenance taking on an opalescent sheen, softening the richness of the light in the booth, casting a slight sparkle over Mel's dark features.  
Mel smiled that soft smile again, and somehow it was even more devastating, lit by that soft glow. It dulled his sharp edges with a sort of moonlit peace. 
"Who…what are you?" His voice was low, laced with reverence. "You aren't a lifeless mortal soul like the rest of them either. You're more. You're like me." His thumb started tracing lazy lines up and down the backs of her fingers. 
Char pulled her hand back from his in one swift motion, hugging her chest and tucking her hands under her arms.  
"I'm no one, Mel. There is nothing special about me. I only exist to see to the travelers who pass through here, to listen, to smile, to offer small comforts during their harsh journey. That's all there is to me." As she spoke, her eyes sank until she stared into the surface of her now-cold tea, her face struck with a sad sort of acceptance. 
"I am so much less than you." A heavy sigh hung for a moment in the silence between them. 
"I used to dream of more, such vivid dreams of rainbow stars sparking in the darkness, reaching out for me... but it has been so long that even the dreams are just flimsy, gossamer wisps now, like a memory of a memory."  
She had shrunken in around herself—knees coming up so that her legs formed a wall between her crossed arms and the table—her dress caught between her knees and the edge. Only the top of her head down to the tiny point of her nose could be seen above the knees that she now stared at as though she were looking straight through them. 
Mel's hand clenched on the table next to his cold coffee—itching to reach out, to take back the hand she'd pulled back and effectively hidden—fighting against some new and growing need to drive the ghosts from her eyes. 
"While I'm willing to bear the possibility that some of that may be true, I would certainly argue against that self-valuation with extreme prejudice." He leaned forward now, getting as close as he dared without disrupting the contents of the table.  
As his elbows landed against the edge of the table, hands fluttering directionless above the dishes between them, those dishes started blinking out of existence. 
*Pop*
Teacup and coffee gone.  
*Pop* 
The first plate of cookies fed back into the Ether. 
A soft fizzing sound filled the booth as both of their glasses refilled. 
"I don't know why you think so little of yourself—but I know that it and every other belief that stems from it are unquestionably wrong—I knew that the moment I laid eyes on you." Voice dark and low as his arms rested on a much emptier tabletop. One hand settling palm up a few inches from her legs at the edge. The fingertips of the other hand just brushing at her knee, pleading with her silently to come back out of herself, to let him see her light up with life like that again.  
Stray flashes of blue wound down his arm, sliding down his fingers to dance against the surface of her dress and back again, bouncing jerkily back and forth between the two as if they were disappointed not to find her skin there. 
"I was not speaking falsely when I said this has never happened before. I have possessed these powers for thousands of mortal years, but this—never." Mel stared into vacant eyes over her knees, willing her to look up—to meet his eyes and see the absolute worship slowly building behind them. 
"Of all the things my power has given me, none have ever been this soft, this gentle." A single finger began tracing slow, lazy circles and patterns across her covered knee. "As if just the slightest tip of my finger touching you, and I can feel your skin singing to me—singing something deep inside of me awake—and it is screaming into the darkness at me to sing back." 
By the time the last words had whispered past his lips, Char's mist-grey eyes had risen to meet his, searching in those blue depths, weighing his honesty. Sadness still streaked her gaze, but curiosity was creeping in.  
Slowly, ever so slowly, her knees slid back below the level of the table, her posture straightening back up and her arms loosening, her hands shaking out for a moment. She reached for her glass with one hand, the other falling into her lap to worry at the edge of her dress.  
Char tossed back half her glass before meeting his eyes again, curiosity drowning out all but the edges of sadness now.  
Mel's eyes blazed back at her, dancing with an electricity that mirrored the bolts tracing still, up and down his wrist and hand—searching for her. His arms still stretched across the span of the table, hands stranded before her in supplication. 
She slid her glass back onto the tabletop, tucking it off to the back of the table near his books, and without breaking from his gaze, she slid both hands into his. Watching his pupils grow as the sensation leapt between them—not even trying to hide the soft wonder from her face as the moonlight glow from her skin illuminated his features—quicker this time with two-handed contact. 
For just the slightest moment, she couldn't help but wonder how bright she might glow if she pressed her entire bare length up against his.  
That lewd train of thought was quickly derailed when she felt the heat spread across her face, knowing it must glow across her cheeks like the café's neon sign while his power rode her. 
She needn't have worried—even as she gazed into his eyes, she watched the silver glow deepen across his cheeks, shining now with a blush of his own laid under the reflection of her glow.  
She hadn't been the only one to do some sudden wondering. 
"It feels like I'm glowing inside to match your outer luminescence." Deep and wistful—he watched the mist in her eyes sparkle, revealing rainbows of color hidden there, brought out by the moonlight bathing them now.  
"The longer we touch, the more you shine like some lost goddess of old—the more I feel like some hollow inside of me is slowly filling up with the light it's been missing my entire life." 
"I..." Her voice and her eyes faltered for a moment. Closing her lids briefly—ending that eye contact as she cleared her throat and steadied herself before returning to him and continuing. 
"I answered the truest I am able, Mel—I swear to that. I... I am Char. I have always been here. My earliest memory is waking up in my little room here, surrounded by things that felt familiar and comfortable." She smiled softly up at the ceiling for a moment.  
"No other being ever appeared before today—except traveling souls, and the first of those seemed more confused than I was—so I fell back on instinct, and I did what I could to ease their pain, their passage. Over time, it just seemed the most natural thing to do, as though I'd been born into this place for that purpose. It's not glorious; I take no credit for any soul's outcome because I do not believe any of what happens here is about me." 
"This is the Underworld, Char. Nothing happens here without reason, even out here in the far reaches of the Mist." Mel seemed to consider something for a moment—as though weighing some great and terrible choice. 
"You have not asked, but if you would listen, I would like to tell you perhaps just a small piece of my preparation for this journey." He searched her eyes for the answer to a question he hadn't really asked but seemed to find what he needed there.  
"I won't hold you to fair trade for this one." The slightest grin—almost conspiratorial. 
Char nodded, eased more by that tiny turn at the corner of his mouth than his words. Comforted by the warmth flowing back and forth between them, she watched his face as he spoke—caught up now in the shadows and light dancing there.  
"As soon as I knew I would be shouldering this quest, I began gathering as much information as I could about the Mist—the cloud that had swallowed the Plain of Lethe and this end of the Styx. No one could tell me when the Mist had appeared—but the oldest inhabitants of this realm would admit that it hadn't always been here. The deeper I dug, the more I asked, the fewer people answered—and the shorter their answers became."  
Mel took a deep breath, and on the exhale, he slid one hand from Char's, a little bit of joy seeping out of his face as the light dimmed. He reached for his glass, knocking back the entire contents in two deep swallows before returning his hand to hers and continuing his tale. 
As he spoke, they slowly drifted across the tabletop, twined hands settling closer to the middle; both leaned forward, elbows on the table—each staring deep into the eyes they found themselves across from. 
"All of my long life I have been told stories of the Ferryman—Charon—who transports the souls of the dead from the banks of the raging Akheron, straight down the Styx bisecting the great Plain of Lethe, across the ring of the Cocytus, and on to the Deadland Docks, where his assessment would determine which side of the river a soul found itself on." 
An outright grin snaked across Mel's face now, crinkling the corners of his eyes—silver light painting a shadow in the depths of that single dimple. 
"Imagine my surprise when I stepped out of the Mist, and instead of a river, a boat, or a skeleton wreathed in shadows, I found clear open space, a welcoming sanctuary, and a beautiful young woman who shines like an ancient goddess every time I touch her." The grin had softened to a smile full of warm reverence; his eyes seemed to glow with wonder.
"Charine." Char's soft voice broke the silence that had followed Mel's words. 
His head cocked to the side—clearly not understanding what she was saying. 
"Charine, my full name, it's Charine—so very close to Charon—I suppose it could have been some sort of misremembering. Most souls who pass through here are so deep in their trauma, and I try so very hard to be unobtrusive. I don't expect they would retain even a passing memory of me after they leave this place."  
She seemed to begin slowly shrinking again as the words settled within her. 
This belief that she is not meant to matter somehow—it was a madness he intended to personally see end—if
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