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You are not alone.
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—John Richards

CHAPTER ONE 

––––––––
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DARK, DARK HANDS, BLACK as pitch and slowly clenching into fists, long and lethal burgundy claws scraping against palms. Damp skin, wet from the recent rains. They were his hands, his claws, his fingers, strong and sinewy, able to scar and slash and strangle and punch and leave lasting damage. That's all the dream ever was: his hands, clenching and unclenching, waiting for something to grasp. He never dared wonder what that something may have been.

David rarely told his father Gabriel about the dream while he was still alive. The first time he'd mentioned it, his father's face had drained of color, and David had initially misunderstood that reaction as horror, leaving him embarrassed and quickly adding that it had been nothing more than an occasional nightmare. He’d had dreams like this since childhood, and for most of his youth believed most kids dreamed the same thing, though he learned quickly not to share them with his classmates after that first time had left him a target of laughter and taunting. If he ever happened to mention it to his father another time, it was usually in an oblique way and Gabriel never responded the same way again.

As an adult, he saw these dreams not as something to fear, but to use as a strength: it served as inspiration for his vocation as a freelance artist, creating breathtaking and strange visions perfect for book covers of fantasy and horror novels and posters for young adults to put up in their bedrooms and dorms. His visions were often of ancient villages hidden in forests, lonely castles in the wilderness, and curiously peaceful lakeside vistas. He would add characters rarely and only upon request. More often than not, a separate artist would render the novel’s main character to be laid over his background work. Between the commissions and the occasional gallery showing, it paid well and kept him busy most of the time.

He never painted those hands, though. It felt too personal. Too much like revealing something of his own soul, and that kind of thing was dangerous to an artist.

But he was not alone in having these nightmares.

Brian had been his best friend since childhood and he knew about the hands, about the hellish worlds of his imagination. He’d even admitted he would occasionally have the same types of dreams himself. Nothing nearly as wild or as primal, of course. Brian’s dreams were more about sprawling landscapes and plains. Wide, wild rolling hills of grass hissing in an ever-present wind, always just this side of chilly and damp. Air so humid it stuck to the skin. Immense gray clouds that threatened but never brought rain, only mist. In Brian’s dreams he'd forgotten what a clear day looked like, what the sun looked like in the sky. He too had taken these dreams and used them for his own creative endeavors, because otherwise they'd have sat unused but always present, slowly driving him mad. It was better to bring these visions out in their own way than to let them fester.

It was a vision and a dream they shared together as the closest of friends.

*
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GABRIEL HAD DIED EARLY in the year, his aging body finally giving out on him after years of constant physical work as a builder and donating far more of his free time than necessary to volunteer work. David felt the expected sorrow and loss, but he did not feel as gutted and lost as most regular people might feel when their one remaining parent passed on. They'd been close, and they'd shared all manner of things with each other their entire lives. Almost nothing was kept secret between them. Yet somehow, he'd never gotten around to telling him about the darker visions that would often show up unexpectedly, always in dreamtime. He’d explain the ideas his paintings – which Gabriel absolutely loved, hanging several with pride in his home – but he’d never explained how real those dreams had been to him. That was his only regret after losing his father...he’d never told him the real truth behind his creations.

David inherited the house and all of its surrounding property, including the wooded glen at the far north that snaked in between two steep and rocky hills. Gabriel rarely brought David that far back into the grounds as a child, and often said there were wild animals within that should best be left alone. His father would always get furtive and worried whenever they were close by that glen, and they never stayed there for long. 

Brian moved into the house a month after Gabriel's funeral, at David's offer, knowing that Gabriel would have wanted him to, to keep his son company. The house was far too big for just one person. Brian was often inspired by the glen’s idyllic peacefulness and proceeded to paint several studies of it. He never entered it himself, honoring Gabriel's wish to keep humanity and wildlife separate for each other's well-being, but at least once a week he'd walk up there with a sketch pad and his imagination running at top speed. David would often join him and together they’d imagine what lay beyond the tree line. Sometimes they talked about mystical faraway lands, often incorporating the worlds of their art in their stories. It was their own way of healing together. Gabriel would have wanted that.
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"GABRIEL WAS ALWAYS an angel."

Everyone who had known David's father at any point in his life had said those words to him, or something similar, after the funeral. He was indeed quite loved within the community for all the time he'd dedicated to it. His father had always been keen to lend a hand to anyone who needed it, whether it was to build a new senior center downtown or simply carrying an elderly neighbor's groceries from the car into the house. He was just that sort of person who donated all his extra time to others. Never at the expense of his own dreams and needs, David knew. Gabriel knew when to say no when he’d already given all he could. He was a force of nature, but he was also tender and empathetic. He was a kind father, ensuring that he had the best that he had to offer. He taught him all he needed to know; he also taught him the power of connection with others. Perhaps that was why his passing hadn't affected him as deeply as everyone had expected; sharing the loss with so many others had turned that pain into reverence.

"Gabriel taught you community."

That was the other thing the friends of his father had said. It was kind of a weird and unexpected thing to hear at first, but he understood what they were trying to say.

Brian had been by David’s side throughout. He'd been in his life for decades, having been his childhood best friend, once a next-door neighbor then a classmate and eventually one of the few people closest to his heart. Some days it felt like they were brothers, twins perhaps, and other days it felt like something else he couldn't find the right words for. A resonance with each other that wasn’t exactly love but wasn’t exactly something spiritual either. They understood each other completely, knew each other’s secrets and desires, and complemented one another in the most unexpected ways. They never questioned it, however...they accepted their close connection and let it evolve however it may.

They kept themselves busy and distracted following the funeral. There was a lot to fix and clean at Gabriel's house, and a headache of a mountain of paperwork to deal with regarding his estate. They were things that, while not exactly an emergency, surely needed to be done sooner than later. His father's lawyer had taken the reins of the paperwork for him, glad to be doing this one last thing for a man he looked up to, and that alone had lifted a considerable amount of stress off their shoulders, leaving them only with deciding what to do with the house and the land. Gabriel ran a clean and efficient home, but he was also a compulsive collector of books, music and art. He'd loved the idea of personal creativity and would gladly buy someone's project if offered to him. Each room in the house was full of these things, meticulously shelved or hung up on the wall, each one taken care of, occasionally dusted, and always in order. One could possibly assume that he didn't just acquire these works out of kindness, but because he was truly interested.

For David, however, there was one thing that had always been missing completely from the house: any sign, remnant or reminder of his mother other than the ring. No papers, no photographs. Just a simple unengraved wedding band, matching Gabriel’s. Both were kept in a small case in the top left drawer of Gabriel’s work desk in the living room.

Ophelia was, from what he'd been told, a lovely woman of considerable intelligence and wit, strikingly beautiful, and just as community minded as Gabriel had been. He'd heard a few stories here and there from his father's friends over the years; she was intelligent and athletic and could run physical and mental rings around anyone. She was kind to everyone and was a favorite of children. Several people in town knew her in passing. But she'd only lived with Gabriel for about five years, giving him a single son and then vanishing about a year later. Some said she'd died while on a trip, others had said their relationship had broken down and had split up before things got too rough. He'd asked his father about it once or twice during his teen years, more out of curiosity than anything else, but Gabriel had only told him what he'd always said in the past: "She is your mother, and she loves you so much." Always with a sad but hopeful smile. "She'd be so proud of you." Nothing else.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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A FEW MONTHS AFTER Gabriel’s funeral, David felt the urge to walk alone towards the glen. It was a silly and drunken notion, really. He'd had a few beers with Brian and their friends one weekend afternoon, and he was feeling a bit reckless and rebellious. They’d gotten to talking about the past, remembering the amusing and immature things they’d gotten up to as kids, and how often Gabriel had to jump in and save them from further trouble. David only briefly felt guilty about that, knowing now that most of their troublemaking hadn’t been all that destructive or troublesome.

But somehow, he'd gotten it into his head that afternoon that the glen held all the answers to the questions his father hadn't answered over the years. Brian amusingly thought he was an idiot and told him he needed to leave it alone for when he was sober, but his mind was made up. He pulled on his jacket and headed out alone. Gabriel had repeatedly reminded him never to enter it, and he understood that on a conservatory level, but now the temptation was higher than ever. The sun wouldn’t set for several more hours, there weren't any animals out there that he could hear or see, and surely one of the many hikers that occasionally crossed their field would cut through the glen as an easy way to bypass the steep hills. What harm could he cause, even if he just stepped in a few yards? 

His first mistake was that he'd almost forgotten how to get to the glen in the first place. He could have sworn – in his semi-drunken mind, to be fair – that to get there, he would need to take the main tractor path through most of the field up to the highest of the hills on the property, find the old flagpole, and only then would he be able to see the true way in, a smaller and narrower path heading east then north towards the valley between the two steep hills in the distance. He must have misjudged which hill he needed to reach, because there was no flagpole here and he saw no path at all but several small low points of land meandering vaguely in the opposite direction.

His second mistake was in assuming that perhaps Gabriel had plowed this field some years ago and reshaped it, after David had moved out of the house but before his father had let the fields grow fallow and return to nature. Looking north towards that valley, mostly obscured by the lovely vivid yellows and reds of autumn foliage now, he saw no path except for a few points of reference that scratched vaguely at the back of his memory. A few trees that may have been a border line. There it was, the true hill he’d been looking for: a flat promontory with a tall metal flagpole that hadn't been used in decades. A vague memory of being able to see this pole from the house from the rear living room windows. He continued towards that hilltop with a renewed vigor, having regained his bearings. He knew enough of this land to remember his way back once the points of reference became visible.

It didn’t take him long at all to get there. At the foot of the flagpole, he noticed how incredibly rusty its surface was, paint having flaked away ages ago, yet it was solid and remained standing. Most of its parts were missing or damaged from weather and age. The once-golden ball at the top was now a sad and dirty yellow, and its truck pulley was bent with pieces missing. There was one rope cleat, placed just over his head, solid enough but badly discolored, and he wondered why it had been put in such an odd place. Rope cleats were usually just below chest level, and this height would have been incredibly awkward. Gabriel was tall, but he wasn’t that tall. 

Another thought flitted past: what flags had been flown here? Who had flown them? It was such an odd place for a flagpole, well away from any buildings and quite out of view from the road. This was not a historical place either...it was just a simple hill, same as the rest here. He shrugged and turned away; that was another research project for another time when he was a bit more sober.

And there it was, just to the north: an almost invisible path, a narrow stretch of worn-out ground cutting through the tall grass and heading straight towards the wooded glen.

Well – it was still light out, a few more hours before it got dark, and the weather was lovely. No reason he couldn't explore a little bit more, right? He even had his phone and he could call Brian if there was any trouble.

He felt the air growing colder the closer he got to the opening of the glen. Perhaps it was the wind patterns up this way, coming down from the hills and pushing through the narrow cut of valley? That kind of reminded him of the years when he lived in the city; there was a certain stretch of the rail-straight main boulevard that was always chilly and windy due to the air flow coming down from the mountain at the boulevard's western end. It seemed to be determined to keep him from entering, pushing him in the opposite direction. Yet he kept going, completely drawn to this glen that he’d known yet not known all these years.

The answers had to have been there...they had to be.

I hope you don’t mind, father, he thought, and soldiered on. I have to know.

He felt a vague sense of déjà vu, or perhaps the unexpected release of a long-buried memory, as soon as he passed the tree line. He remembered this part well – this was always as far as Gabriel ever took him, never any further. The path continued deeper into the forest and it remained well worn. A few weeds poking through the trampled ground, but that was it. By the looks of it, this must have been recently used by several campers and hikers over the last few years. After a few more yards, the path emptied out into an oval clearing no bigger than perhaps a small yard, slightly curving upwards near the far end, a short boulder planted near its edge. This would have been a perfect place to camp overnight, though there were no signs of fire pits or even flat surfaces for pitching tents. It certainly looked like a meeting place, though, and that intrigued him. Perhaps Gabriel had been part of a secret cabal? The mere idea made him laugh, knowing perfectly well how impossible that would have been.

It was strangely quiet here in this clearing, he realized. Even with the slow winds pushing at the grass out there in the fields, he felt no winds blowing here, no leaves or branches shifting and rustling. Not even a small animal making its way through the underbrush. It made him feel surprisingly at peace. For a brief moment he entertained the temptation to stretch out somewhere on the ground and take a nap, sleep off this small alcoholic buzz. He kept himself from doing so, however. The last thing he wanted was to suddenly wake up here in the middle of the night, out in the elements, with no sense of where he was or how to get out, and Brian worrying endlessly, thinking him broken in a ravine somewhere.

He wondered if this was why Gabriel always forbade him to enter this wood. It did play games on the senses now that he noticed it, and that was never a good thing. There was a sense of play here, a Shakespearean folly that tempted him to venture deeper into the glen, to become hopelessly lost, only to be found by...?

He suddenly realized he'd been flexing and unflexing his hands ever since he'd entered this clearing.

A shiver ran down his back, even as he continued doing it. His hands; narrow and bony, the right hand with a slight disfigured grip from holding paint brushes, pencils and tablet pens like a vice all those years. The left hand slightly weaker with a misaligned pinkie from a childhood accident that never healed properly. Knuckles that popped. Nails freshly cut from yesterday when he noticed they'd been getting in the way of his guitar practice. Slightly sweaty from a wave of nervousness.

And yet he could see and feel those dream hands clearly, one vision imprinting over another. Both visions real, yet not. Those long, ink-black fingers with lethal claws at the tips, just the same. Felt the tips of those claws sliding up against the skin of his palm every time his fists closed. Felt the stretch of muscle when he splayed the fingers open wide. His dream had suddenly become all too real. 

Who was he, in this dream? Where was he? He was here, in this glen, flexing his hands in desperation, longing to grasp something, at someone. To take hold and never let go. The blackness of his hands and his sinewy forearms were real, the color ending in a mottled grey just near his elbows. Soft hairs on his arms, almost like thin fur, reaching up towards his body. 

This was the first time his vision let him see past his wrists. He was terrified of what the rest of his body might look like, yet he felt compelled to see further. A furtive glance down, and he was no longer in the faded shirt and jeans he'd worn out here, but a loose sleeveless tunic and bulky pants with cuffs that stopped at his shins. His legs bore the same coloring...ink-black from the feet up to the muscular thighs. His digitigrade feet were elongated as if made for running and kicking, with shorter yet no less lethal claws at the tips of his toes.

And for a moment he was there in that other world. Truly and completely in that other world where his breath slowed, his senses sharpened. He could hear movement within the trees, the sounds of old, ancient beings making their way towards him, curious and surprised. He could smell cedar and a slow fire, somewhere further in. He could taste something in the air that hadn't been there before. Something that made him hunger.

And then it was gone.

He exhaled and he was back to his normal self, a lanky, pale and fully clothed human...and completely stone cold sober.

He pushed himself up and ran out of the glen as fast as he could.
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"NO MORE BOOZE FOR YOU," Brian said, cocking an amused eyebrow at him when he returned. He was more concerned about his sudden sobriety than the fact that he was still trembling in fear.

David blinked at him, absolutely certain that everything he'd witnessed, everything he'd sensed during his visit to the glen, had been completely true. And yet...something in his mind, his sense of sanity perhaps, had told him otherwise. He'd fever-dreamed the entire thing, just like he'd done every other time the vision of those hands entered his mind. Perhaps he had actually stopped somewhere in the middle of the field and had some kind of episode and had come to already running back home. To be honest, he hadn't really realized how long he'd been running away from the glen until he was suddenly aware of tripping and rolling down one of the many hills, flattening the grass as he went.

It had all been too real, though, and he refused to question it otherwise. Something had happened out there, and he was determined to figure out what it was.

CHAPTER THREE

––––––––
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DAVID FINALLY UNDERSTOOD far too late why his father had warned him so often about the glen when the demons arrived the next morning.

He and Brian had settled in for a planned long workday in their studio, a spacious second floor room at the rear of the house. David kept the large windows and the door to the balcony open to let in fresh air whenever they worked up there, and often had Gabriel's old radio playing in the background. 

It had been a quiet yet absurdly productive morning so far, both having started with fresh canvases to start in on their latest projects. David had recovered enough from last evening’s events, having dismissed it as a hallucination and an overactive imagination, and chose to work through what he thought he saw – or at least imagined – in that clearing. He could still see his self-image clearly and sharply in his mind, in far more detail than anything he’d imagined before, right down to the sensations...except for his own face. He’d been too terrified to touch his own face with those terrible claws. 

But something about that body shape resonated with him, made perfect sense to him. This was who he could see in that peaceful lakeside village that had been one of his favorite things to paint. As soon as he laid the brush to the canvas, it all started pouring out of him in a brilliant landscape; a bright morning scene at the shoreline of this lake, busy with...something. Several beings standing here, some on the beach and some in the water, all of them facing away from him. They were fishing, gathering food for their families. These beings were not the terrifying beasts he’d imagined in the past, but a benevolent race whose dangerous claws were only used to protect and defend. This was a peaceful place, a place of complete safety and calm. This was their home.

He hadn’t felt this compelled by a project in a long time. Inspiration at this level was quite rare for him and he didn’t want to squander it.

They almost hadn't heard the rustling at first, the sound of several people running through the grassy fields to the northeast. It sounded like a light breeze pushing through the tall grass at first, nearly obscuring the soft pat-pat, pat-pat against the ground. At first, he dismissed it as a wild animal galloping through, heading towards the glen or some other cover. Then it sounded like a troubling wind slowly gaining in strength, a sure sign of a storm coming, yet the sky was clear and the light curtains remained still. Finally, it sounded unsettlingly like several people running towards the house. Brought out of his deep focus on his work, David tipped his head back and glanced out the window towards the back fields in concern, but he could not see anything. A slight breeze moving rippling through the grass, but that was about it. Even Brian had stopped working, looking worriedly out the windows. Eyeing the open door and thinking maybe they should shut and lock it.

David dismissed it for another few minutes until it was clear the sound was not going away. "Someone's coming," he said, finally pushing himself off his work bench. "You hear that?"

"Something’s out there," Brian said uncertainly, getting up himself. "What do you think it is?"

"No idea," he frowned, and headed for the balcony.

But when he stepped outside, the rustling sound abruptly ceased. The air was still and warm, stifling enough for him to feel uncomfortable. Perhaps the high humidity was giving him a migraine and causing him to mishear things. It wouldn't be the first time that had happened...he used to hear scrabbling, scratching sounds all over this house as a kid and Gabriel had simply said it was the house settling or mice in the rafters.

Brian came out and stood next to him at the railing, a hand shading his eyes as he made a quick scan of the fields before them. The grass was indeed rippling far off, a slight breeze coming down from the northwest and slowly heading their way. "That could be it," he said, pointing in that direction. "Not the first time we've had weird weather patterns here, yeah?"

He was probably right, but David still felt nervous. He felt a phantom grip on his shoulders, a tightness that would not go away. "I kept telling Pop to set up security cameras out there, but he never followed up on it. It's probably a bobcat or coyote or something out there again. We used to hear them late at night during the summer when I was a kid."

"I remember that," Brian said with a comical shiver. "That noise always used to scare the piss out of me."

"Everything used to scare the piss out of you back then, Bri," he kidded, and pushed himself off the railing. "Come on, let's get back to work."

He got no further than a few steps when the demon crash-landed in front of them on all fours, splintering the balcony wood slats and whipping its head in their direction. 

Brian squealed out a curse and David blanched and stuttered to a halt, his hand already out to hold Brian back. His breath caught as his eyes landed on the demon's body...sickly pale grey skin, giving way to pitch-black hands and elongated feet. Lethal black claws. Dark fur on the upper arms and body. A dark shaggy mane, pulled back and draped behind the shoulders.

The dream is real...!

He forced himself to look the demon in the eyes: golden elliptical irises like a feline, large and never straying from its prey. He saw the demon’s face for the first time and recognized it in a deep and unsettling way. He knew he’d never seen his own reflection during his dreams, but this was what he looked like. A humanoid face with a slightly longer snout-like muzzle, slightly longer and narrower and lacking any facial hair. The demon stood there, taking silent breaths and sniffing at the air with its mouth slightly open, breathing in his scent. Its eyes locked onto his. Already anticipating any moves he might make.

David shivered again as he felt his own hands at his sides, flexing and unflexing.

Felt himself moving forward, putting himself between Brian and this...whatever it was.

"David, what are you..." Brian started.

"Stay back," he muttered. His instincts were saying that he'd done this before. This was a demon he could face, because he was familiar with it.

Because he was a demon himself.

The dream is real...?

The demon pushed itself out of its landing crouch and stood tall, too tall, looming over the both of them. It tipped its head slightly to the side and blinked slowly, a look of curiosity and question in its eyes. Its mouth still open slightly as if to speak but said nothing, only letting out a slow breath. David saw several sharp fangs behind its parted lips. Its nose twitched constantly, sniffing at the air.

Brian began to stir nervously. "Dave, I—"

David hushed him. Gods, why did this feel so familiar? He'd done this before, been in this exact situation, yet he knew that to be a lie. In all his years he'd never been visited by a demon. Except in his dreams.

In their dreams.

"Brian," he muttered quickly. "Listen to me. Think about your landscapes. Does any of it feel familiar to you?"

The question was so unexpected it shook him out of his fear momentarily. "What? No! What are you talking about?"

"Think!" he said, gesturing at the demon, who was still watching them yet doing nothing except clenching and unclenching its fists. That had to mean something...perhaps keeping itself in motion, prepared for anything. "Look at its hands."

"They're long and clawed and they could kill us, David."

"No, look at its hands!" he said, quickly glancing at him. "They're my hands."

Brian gasped, finally recognizing the similarity. David pressed on. "Landscapes," he said. "You hear anything?"

"I hear..." he said, only to stumble to a halt. He turned away from the demon, much to David's surprise, and gazed back in the direction of the glen. The rustling of the grass and the pat-pat, pat-pat of running beasts had returned, and it was coming closer.

David’s hunch was correct; Brian could see them too, once he knew how to look for them. The reminder of rolling fields, of changing weather that never quite arrived. Even now, with no clouds in the sky, the air felt like a torrential downpour would arrive at any second.

"Ohhh, shit," Brian managed. "It's...there's hundreds of them out there!"

David turned back to the demon before them. It had stopped flexing its fingers, leaving them open but slightly curled and slightly lifted towards him. It was humming now, a low guttural sound that wasn't quite a growl but not quite a voice either. It wanted to say something to them, something important, but they were unable to speak. Only make sound, which had somehow begun to sound like it was curious, questioning. Another slow blinking of its eyes, and moving forward—

"Stay there!" he warned, automatically lifting his own hands up. And for a brief second, he'd been expecting to see those same ink black hands and sharp claws. He shuddered without meaning to and caught his breath.

The demon slowed to a halt and let out a low grumble. It stood its ground...for now. Its patience was thinning.

David had to think quickly before anything escalated. "Why are you here?" asked as quietly and calmly as he could.

The demon glared at him, or what seemed like a mix of annoyance and frustration, and dropped its arms to its side once more...yet its hands were still ready for anything. Another grunt and a snort. A tipping of the head and a slow intake of breath. And finally, David heard something. Not quite a voice, not quite an exhalation, and not quite a thought either. It was a mixture of all three, hitting his conscious mind with such unexpected delicacy and completeness that he couldn't help but let down his guard to listen and take it all in. The sound he heard came from several places and directions at once in his brain and disoriented him until he felt that same sense of familiarity again...he'd heard this kind of voice before, this kind of speech. It sounded like a breath and a rumble and a song and together it translated into something unreal.

And somehow, it had translated itself in his head.

I grow impatient, son of the queen. Why are you so obstinate?

Brian must have heard it as well, as it caused him to shiver and break his own concentration and turn his way. They clearly hadn’t expected such refined speech. "Son of...what the hell does that mean?" he said, his voice small.

"I...I don't know," he said. Which somehow felt like a lie.

Son of the queen, it repeated. You must come with us. Stop wasting our time!

"We're not going anywhere, thank you," Brian growled, and held up his own hands to mirror David's, clinging to whatever lingering bravery he had left. "Dave, what the hell is going on?"

"I think I should have stayed away from the glen," he said in response, and started backing away from the demon. As expected, it had started following them, keeping the distance far too short for their liking.

You must come with us, Dhavvid!

"Who are you?" David barked. “And how the hell do you know my name?” He silently gestured to Brian and moved slowly to the right in a wide arc that would hopefully bring them back towards the open door. Not that a tall porch door made almost entirely of glass would stop this demon or the horde waiting out there in the field. All he needed was to get Brian inside. He could take care of the rest. He had no idea how, but he knew he'd be able to do it.

Your family awaits you.

We aren't going with you, he thought back to them. He had no idea if his attempt at their speech worked, but he had to try. It seemed to work, as the demon stopped suddenly and let out a short chirp of surprise and retreated a few steps, though it recovered all too quickly and leaned forward again, closing its fists once more.

"Brian," he called out quickly. "I'll distract it. As soon as we're near the door, you get inside and lock it. I'll deal with this one."

"What?" he yelped. "You’re going to get killed, David!"

"I think I know how to handle them," he said.

The demon snarled at him again. Stop wasting our time and come with us! 

"Trust me on this," he said quietly, already flexing and unflexing his own hands.

Brian understood, but he wasn’t happy about it at all. "Gabriel's going to haunt me forever if this doesn’t work," he muttered. They continued shifting to the right, circling around the demon, who thankfully didn't seem to understand what they were doing and wasn't about to cut them off. Brian kept to his back, keeping an eye on any other demons that might arrive from the fields.

The queen demands your presence!

"Tell her to come herself!" he snapped. They were close to the door, very close. They could both dive through and lock it tight, but he understood now that this demon was there for him and only him. Because he'd stepped into that clearing against his father's wishes. He'd set something off that he shouldn't have done, and now they were paying for it.

You must come immediately!

"Go! Go!" he yelped. He took fistfuls of Brian’s shirt and threw him through the open door before he was ready for it. Brian yelped and tripped over the threshold and went sprawling onto the studio floor, knocking over David's easel and painting. A glass slid off and crashed to the floor somewhere within. It was just enough to distract.

My painting...? He had no time to think about it right now.

"Hey!" he yelled, and moved in.

No—!

The demon lifted their hands, their fingers curled and claws out to defend themself, but David had been quick enough to expect the movement and slid his own fingers between the demon's, and lifted them up in the air between them. He held them fast and pushed them up against the wall, forcing all his weight on them. Instinctively he knew the trick was to hold their hands just under the fingers' proximal joints, which kept the demon's fingers from fully curling and digging its claw tips into the back of his hands.

"Close the door and lock it!” he yelled over his shoulder. “Now! Now!" 

Brian scrambled back up to his feet and slammed the door shut. He remained at the door however, trembling hands against the glass panes, watching him in horror.

Gods, this demon was stronger than he'd expected! They had reacted to his defensive action first with surprise then with annoyance, as if realizing they had dangerously underestimated him. They snarled at him, baring short but sharp fangs, but stopped short of leaning forward to bite him.

"Come...on, you..." he grunted, shifting his body backwards and away from the door. "You have...no power over me..."

You cannot refuse the queen's demands, the demon said.

"She can tell me herself," he snarled right back.

Come with us and she will.

David frowned deeply, staring into the demon’s eyes, their irises now fully wide and round, just like a cat's. Tell me who she is, he demanded.

She is your mother, he growled. Do not resist. She is Queen Afeliah.

“Ophelia...?”

All at once, David gasped, and all his strength gave out on him. 

The demon hadn't expected it and together they tumbled across the porch in a tangle of lanky bodies. They landed hard against the railing, snapping several of its wood slats in the process, but not enough to break and send them falling to the ground below. It was just enough to stop them however, and David quickly untangled himself and leaped away fast. He was hurt but thankful that he was still alive.

"Say that again," he demanded, his voice all too quiet. The breath had been knocked out of him and something had dug into his lower back, but he was still alive and able to move and defend himself. Hands out and flexing, he stared the demon down. They’d already gathered their wits and pushed into a ready crouch.

They stared at each other for far too long.

Finally, the demon spoke. Quietly and cautiously. Queen Afeliah is your mother. Clearly you have her strength.

Again, he felt a shudder rippling through his body. His mother...was a demon queen?

He dropped his hands and let his fingers relax. 

“Leave now, demon,” he said slowly and clearly. His entire body was trembling, but his focus was crystal clear. “If she demands my presence, she needs to come for me herself or send someone I can trust. Tell her that, and I alone will decide if I follow."

The demon's shoulders rippled in what may have been annoyance, but quickly it relaxed and stood once more at full height. Hands fully at rest at its sides, its head cocked slightly to the side again.

You are formidable, Dhavvid, son of Afeliah, they said, and allowed himself a snort of annoyance. I am impressed. I will send your message. We will send our regent of your bloodline to respond to your demand.

And with that, the demon leaped high in the air, much higher than humanly possible, and soared deep into the nearby grass field, quickly lost to him.

He heard the hissing sound once more, retreating and growing quieter. He understood and recognized the sound now...the sound of a demon running, sliding through the field with the lightest and fastest of steps.

He heard the door open and Brian spilling out.

"Did you...?" he managed, still trying to catch his breath.

David nodded. "They'll be back," he said. "Hopefully with someone less dangerous."

Brian exhaled noisily, words lost to him. But David understood just the same.

The demons would return. Because he might be one of them.

CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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THEY HEARD THE RUSTLING in the grass once again, three days later, and they were prepared for it this time. David had locked the house tight and ensured that no one could get in or out except through Brian and himself. The demon had promised their leader would come to talk some sense into him and would be bringing most of his retinue with him as well. The insinuation was that they would certainly do their best to talk him into going with them, but they would not attack.

It sounded almost the same as before; a quiet hissing not unlike a heavy breeze moving through the high grass in the far fields, only it didn’t sound quite right. A bit too strong, a bit too consistent, and they couldn’t quite cover that tap-tap, tap-tap of their feet hitting the ground. 

David and Brian stood together on the second floor balcony, leaning on the part of the railing that hadn’t been damaged, looking north towards the glen with a vague expectation. Something was coming, but they still weren’t sure what.

“You really think they’re here just to talk?” Brian said grimly. He seemed more distressed than afraid, and David admitted he felt the same way. “I don’t know if either of us can handle another fight like that.”

David hummed, already distracted by several thoughts. He’d been thinking a lot about his actions since that first appearance, wondering where this untapped bravado and strength had come from. He thought about his mother – this was the first time in ages anyone had mentioned her, and the first time anyone had said anything about who she was now or what she’d been doing all these years.

But most of all, he’d been trying to process what he’d realized that day: I share blood with a demon.

Could that be true? He couldn’t know, not until he met his mother or at least her regent. A regent of your bloodline, they’d said. A sibling, perhaps? A relative?

He believed more than ever that the answers to his questions about his mother really were hiding in that wooded glen.

The demons appeared out of the fields, rising over the final hill and stopping at the crest in a single line, and David shuddered in both awe and fear...and unsettlingly enough, kinship. They were all there, similarly dressed in loose tunics and kilts, clawed hands down at their sides. Heads tilting upwards or to the side, sniffing at the air and taking in their surroundings. And there, dead center in that line, was a single demon staring directly at them. He imagined this one leader locked onto them like a cat intently watching its prey. It was only then that he noticed the hissing noise had stopped, leaving the space between himself, Brian and this horde in complete silence.

David suddenly realized he’d felt something he hadn’t expected or experienced to such an intensity: acknowledgement.

He knew this leader, instinctively.

Yes, they were of the same blood, that much he could sense. No other person’s appearance or even their aura, save perhaps Brian’s, could have ever resonated so deeply within him.

This was demon blood causing this.

“I think...” he started, then stopped.

Brian did not respond.

The leader stepped forward and descended the hill slowly, taking measured steps towards him. This demon walked without fear but already calculating any movement surrounding them, yet their eyes never wavered from him and Brian. They were drawn to them, fascinated and wary at the same time. And with each step they took, David felt a similar pull. He could not ignore that something deep within him desperately wanted to join this demon leader without question.

“Let’s go,” he said quietly, and moved towards the balcony stairs leading to the rear deck.

“Are you sure...?” Brian muttered.

“I am,” he said, already heading down.

They did not expect to see a male demon masquerading as almost fully human.

They almost hadn’t seen the change, it was so quick and seamless: from one step to another, his color and shape had gone from a charcoal gray fur to an light ashen skin, his gait had slowed from a tiptoed tap-tap to a measured stroll, and his face had reshaped itself into something very close but not quite resembling human. It was unnerving and amazing at the same time and it caused the both of them to slow their own pace in response. The demon stopped at the edge of the short grass of the back lawn, hands at his sides and a slight tip of his head to the side, as if waiting for an invitation.

He was a bulk of a man, tall and muscular and definitely someone David would not have pegged as one of his relations. Everyone on Gabriel's side of the family had been midsized and lean, but this man was built and moved like a bodyguard...or a soldier. And he’d been called a regent by that other demon, which meant that he was next in line after his mother’s reign as queen. He was as formidable as he was intelligent.

The man-demon wore his hair dark and long, tied loose at the back, with small horn buds sticking through, high on his forehead. He wore a heavy cloak that looked far too warm for the current weather. The sleeves had been pushed up above the elbows, revealing the black forearms and hands and long claws. His dark eyes were piercing but not entirely full of anger or vengeance; there was also a hint of sadness, of a deep emotional pain that had never been fully resolved. This was a tense moment for everyone.

"David, I thank you for allowing me to meet with you," he said, offering a slow half-bow. His voice was low and sonorous, and calming. A slight accent that he couldn’t quite place, with some letters held overly long and others cut short. His name had come out sounding something like Dhavvidt. He wondered if he'd learned human words secondhand through Ophelia, and if she too had that interesting lilt. "I am Daryss, younger brother of Afeliah, and your uncle. I am here to talk peacefully."

David glanced at Brian, gauging his reaction. Brian was surprised and a little intrigued; perhaps he saw a bit of a family resemblance that David hadn't yet latched onto. He didn't seem afraid, however. Wary and not yet trusting of course, but not afraid. Taking that as a good sign, David turned back and gestured towards the picnic table off to the side. "You are welcome here, Darius,” he said with a measured calm. “I appreciate the visit. I apologize ahead of time if I am mispronouncing your names, I am hearing them as Ophelia and Darius. Is that okay by you?”

“We acknowledge the variation,” he said.

“Come, let's sit down and talk."

Darius bowed again, slightly this time, and joined them at the table. Even sitting he was an overly large man, a giant compared to the two of them. He rested his impressively muscular arms on the table, with his clawed fingers entwined. His dark eyes were glued to David’s, focusing on him just a little too long yet without any malice; they were curious and studying. He wondered how much Darius knew of his life and his past, whether he even knew who Gabriel was, or if they’d even met face to face. There were so many questions swirling in his head that it was hard to choose which to begin with.

David eventually realized he was just distracting himself and delaying the inevitable. He cleared his throat and began. "I welcome you here to my home, uncle," he said, offering a small smile. "I'll admit I'm a bit...skeptical? Or maybe nervous? I've never known anything about my mother's side of the family. I had no idea she had a brother. My father never told me anything or had any mementos for me to see."

Darius nodded slowly. "I understand. It is not always safe or wise for we akkroushi to leave such traces, as there are humans who can see past any glamor, such as yourself." He lifted his arms slightly, claws pointed well away. "To anyone else, they would only see a human appearance here. Our hands are the only part of us we cannot fully hide from others who are aware of us." He nodded and glanced slightly to his left, gesturing towards the lesser demons who were currently sitting peacefully and attentively at the edge of the lawn. "Some of us cannot hide anything at all. But I sense that you see us for who we are, and I am glad."

David hung onto that word: akkroushi. That was the name of their kind. Of his kind...? Perhaps using the term ‘demon’ wasn’t something he should use here. It made him think of his recent canvas, and the race of beings living peacefully next to that lake. Despite their daunting appearance and strength, perhaps they too were merely acting out of self-preservation.

"I do apologize for the danger my subject may have put you in the other day," Darius added, seemingly reading his mind. "Rheyiah had assumed you would have seen only his glamor and did not mean to threaten you in any way. He has been kept back in our lands and will learn patience and amity."

"Oh!" David said, suddenly feeling guilty. It was true, the dem—the akkroushi hadn't quite attacked him, but his appearance and actions certainly hadn't been normal. "Please, don't make him suffer on my account. It was a misunderstanding for both parties. I only hope I didn't injure him in any way."

Darius did not expect his words and his eyes opened wide with surprise. "You are too kind, nephew! I shall let him know once I return."

"So—" David said, quickly changing the subject to the one he'd been waiting for. "My mother is a queen, then? What can you tell me about her, and of the lands she rules?"

The question seemed harder to answer for Darius than David had expected. "Ophelia is..." he trailed off, his brow creasing as he dropped his eyes down to his hands. His fingers were still entwined, yet the tips had curled just that little bit, claws poking at the backs of his hands. Perhaps their relationship had been strained? A moment later he took a took a slow breath and continued, lifting his eyes once more, offering him a quick grin.

"We were close siblings growing up," he started. "As she is the elder, she was to ascend to the throne of our land when it came time. She accepted that fate from an early age, and I always did what I could to help her achieve it. Our lands have been rich and fruitful for generations, yet her deep connection to it causes tremendous strain when things are...when there is dissonance, such as war or violence to the soul or the earth. I have always done what I could to protect her strength and her life."

David nodded slowly. So she was ruler through inheritance. Perhaps he was too, but that was a wild and extremely distracting thought he'd entertain at a later time. There was so much more he needed to know! "She must have met Gabriel not that long before I was born. I've been told she'd been with him for only a short time and left a year or so after I came along, and I’ve just turned thirty. Has it really been that long since she’s been here?"

"I suppose time runs the same on both sides of the glen," Darius mused, and paused for an extended time, lost in thought. David waited patiently until he continued again. "She never abandoned the throne...she only handed it to me as regent for a short time. Those were particularly hard years for her, as our lands had been seen a resurgence of war between our tribe and those towards the colder regions. Her visit to your home was initially to regain her strength so she could continue to reign."

The revelation hit him with a muted relief yet tinged with a tiny spark of sorrow. His mother had not planned to stay here long with his father at all, despite having a son with him. He supposed he should have felt angry or devastated about that, but like his father's passing, he kind of understood the reasons why and made a temporary peace with it. Gabriel must have known at the time and trusted his father’s decision to live with what fate had given the both of them.

He'd have liked to experience his mother's presence then, but perhaps he'd have a future with her instead.

"You do resemble Ophelia in certain ways," Darius said suddenly, giving that slight crook of the head once again. "Your eyes are dark like hers. Same facial features. Same measured movements."

That hit him harder than he expected and couldn't help but gasp. He'd always thought he was a mirror image of Gabriel! "What kind of ruler is she?" he asked.

"She is benevolent and respects the land and its inhabitants," he said with measured pride. "She listens and provides. She is also fierce and unyielding when it calls for it."

"That sounds like Gabriel," he mused. "He dedicated so much to the community for much of his life. They must have inspired each other so much."

"She is very influential and inspiring herself," Darius grinned, finally letting himself show an elongated fang. It was such a passive show that it did not bother David at all.

His heart ached to know more about Ophelia now, to finally meet her face to face. But that would mean leaving the safety of this world and entering that glen. To go further into that forbidden wood. Was it possible for him to go through, to see what was on the other side? And would he be able to return to his home afterward? And would being in that other land affect who he was? He was half-akkroushi, it seemed. And the temptation to learn more was great.

It was hard to resist.

He turned to Brian. “What do you think?” he asked.

Brian did not expect the question and blinked at him. “About what? Crossing over to wherever? Are you kidding?”

“Believe me, I’m not,” he said with not quite a straight face. “I’ll understand if this doesn’t quite resonate with you, but this is...” He trailed off, glancing at Darius. That large man, his uncle he’d never known until just a short time ago, an akkroushi with the outer glamor of a human being. A blood relative and one of his closest living kin right now, other than his mother.

“I need to see this through,” he said, turning back to him. “I will accept whatever you decide is right for you, Brian. But I need to do this.”

Brian watched him with smiling eyes, shaking his head slowly. "Gabriel was a terrible influence on you," he smirked. "Do what you feel is right. You know I'll be right there with you."

He took his hand and squeezed it tight. "Thanks."

Darius had not uttered a word, though it was clear he'd watched and listened to the entire conversation. It showed on his face; he was nervous and full of anticipation. This was the point of negotiation where things could go either way very quickly. "I can bring you to her," he offered. "She does indeed wish to see you again, and as your relation I would be honored to take you there. And to return you here to your home, if you so desire."

David's heart skipped a beat, the offer clear and without any hidden agenda. Unlike the previous attempt, Darius was clearly repentant about it and wished to be in his good graces. He so desperately wanted to say Yes! Take me there right now! and had to hold himself back. He channeled that excitement elsewhere and used the pause in conversation to check with Brian once more. Brian merely shrugged and gestured back at him.

I am coming to see you, Mother, he thought with a smile.

"I appreciate your offer, Darius,” he said as calmly as he could. “I only ask that we delay this trip a day or so, so Brian and I can close the house and prepare for the journey. If that is okay with you and Ophelia?"

Darius' eyes suddenly shone with excitement and happiness, and David realized that had been the same reaction that Rheyiah had given him when they had arrived; it wasn't a look of hunger but of expectation and joy! Gods, how he'd misread that poor akkroushi!

Darius stood and bowed respectfully this time. "We will meet you at the clearing in the glen when you are ready. We will await your arrival."

"Do you think it's worth the risk?" Brian asked later that afternoon. They sat quietly on the wide couch in their upstairs studio, now straightened up and organized once more, thinking hard about the next few days. The spilled and broken water glass had been thrown away, the paintings rehung on the easels, and everything looking as though the unexpected visit from three days ago hadn't happened. The only reminder of that was the wide divot on the porch outside made by the landing akkroushi, currently obscured by a flat board and a small antique lawn table from the basement. 

"I don't want to take this away from you, David,” he added. “Not if there's a chance that you'll finally get to meet her. Or, you know, get a sense of closure."

David understood his concern, even if it did sound like he was trying to talk him out of it. "I don't know if I can answer that question," he said, measuring his words. "Honestly, I think it's worth the risk because she's my mother and I want to know more about her. It feels right."

Brian smirked at him. "And we all know what happens when we base facts on feelings.”

“Normally I'd be skeptical as hell, you know that,” he said despite the snark. “But there's something within me that's saying this is all true. I don't have a name for it yet. It's not instinct but it's not me letting my emotions get the best of me. I used the word ‘resonance’ earlier, and that seems to fit. It just...it’s right in my head. Does that make sense?"

Brian let that sit for a few moments before answering. "I think so," he said. "I'll support whichever decision you make. I might not completely trust the situation myself just yet, but I understand what you're saying."

CHAPTER FIVE

––––––––
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BRIAN AND DAVID WALKED quietly across the fields towards the glen. With a far clearer head, David remembered the path he'd taken so many times with him and Gabriel, yet somehow it felt as though it had shifted over time. Gotten shorter and less meandering somehow. Had he really been that inebriated that he’d completely misremembered a simple walkway towards such an obvious location? He let the questions pass, however, as they'd approached the old flag pole, and stopped briefly to rest. And perhaps revisit a few last minute thoughts before they entered that glen.

"I really should look into why this is here," David said, looking up at the top of the pole. It still looked the same from the other day, rusted and lonely and long unused. It seemed so incongruous, yet it had to have been put there for a distinct reason, especially since it could be seen from certain parts of the house. On clear days they could just about see the top of the flagpole from Gabriel’s back office. It would be a folly of course, but it would be one that tied in nicely with the glen.

Brian hummed, looking up at the broken pulley. "It’s in rough shape but we could salvage it if we got someone with a lift out here," he offered. "We'd just need to give it a good power wash and a repaint, replace the pulley."

David thought that was a rather grand idea. He put that aside for later contemplation and
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