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Chapter 1. Corpses



You should never get used to the smell of rotting corpses. It’s bad for your health. They carry all sorts of diseases. Typhoid, cholera, the plague. And even necro-sick. They aren’t a pretty sight and, by the Rifts, do they smell. And if you aren’t fast enough, they’ll take a nice big chunk out of you.
Me? I’m used to the smell of corpses. I spend a lot of time around them. They smell as you’d expect, but I got used to it pretty fast. What I never got used to, were their sounds. Corpses never shut up! They’re always moaning, groaning, growling and howling. Sometimes, they hiss like a cat, or gurgle like they’re trying out some mouthwash (trust me, they aren’t). That’s the thing about the undead, though - they’ve got patterns. They’re consistent. You find out what type of necro-species or whatchamacallit they are, and then you can understand a lot about them.
If they walk upright, got misty eyes, smell like year-old meat, walk slowly and won’t stop groaning, then it’s probably a zombie on your hands. If they are hunched, have fangs, blackened skin like ash and red eyes, they’re a ghoul. And if they’re running around on all fours, covered in debris, quills and scabs – then you’re probably not fast enough to run away, ‘cause then you’ve got a gül.
I’m definitely not fast enough to outrun a gül. Lucky for me, I’m not trying to. Also, lucky for me, this gül was as noisy as any other corpse I’ve faced in my short career, making it easy to find. This was one of the gurgle/hiss variety. It was spitting up a storm, hissing, gurgling and banging its fists on the ground like an angry gorilla. From my hiding spot on the floor above it, I could see the cause of its frustration. A padlocked meat locker. The gül’s grotesque elongated fingers were already flayed, smearing black-red blood on the already dirty locker.
I shook my head. The monster was hungry.
That’s a stupid thing to think. The undead were always hungry! Except for skeletons, of course. They were content…most of the time.
But this gül was particularly hungry. It had been working all night at this locker full of rotting meat to no avail. Only a few scratches and black-red blood stains on the yellowed white exterior to show for its troubles.
“Probably just got out of a rift,” the voice in my head said.
I didn’t respond. I was the only one who could hear the voice, but it could only hear me if I spoke aloud. That was not the most prudent thing to do under the circumstances.
“They’re very antsy when they just arrive, Kat,” the voice continued. “Be careful.”
“And they’re also very groggy and not used to a human who can defend herself.” I wanted to say. Instead, I remained quiet.
I had done this before. Plenty of times before. Avoid the quills. Avoid the claws. Avoid the teeth. Slice a tendon on its back leg to incapacitate it. End it with a clean beheading or stab through the skull. Güls had weak bones. Biproduct of the stretching and deformations.
Yeah, I had done this plenty of times before. I knew the patterns. I had my own. The undead never lived long enough to learn mine.
But despite all the times I’d done this before, my heart still beat like a war-drum.
You can do this, Kat, I told myself.
My short sword’s blades caught some light from the street. The steel glinted in the musty dark. It was a new blade. Slightly curved. Stainless steel. Cheap. I hoped it would last.
I took a quiet breath.
The gül had mounted the meat-locker and was trying to pull the door off. From the hole in the floor of this dilapidated apartment building, I had a clear drop to the gül’s neck. A clean stab. A clean plunge.
I nodded, as if I had just won an argument with myself.
And then I jumped.
I held my twin blades together, facing down. They’d find their mark…
The gül disappeared in a sickly flesh coloured blur. I hit the ground with a thud. A gargling roar filled my ears. I ducked. A clawed hand the size of tennis racket strafed the air where I had just been. I stabbed behind me from a crouch, hit nothing…
“Sloppy footwork,” the voice said.
“Shut up, Treth!” I yelled. Didn’t need to be quiet anymore.
I turned just in time to roll away from the gül lunging at me. It had taken a running start and stopped just before battering into the locker. It turned to me and arced its back. Bones and blades protruded from its flesh like grotesque porcupine. It growled, deep and menacing. Güls were like wild animals. Always trying to intimidate their opponents.
“Trying to scare me off, bub?” I said. I clanged my swords together, sending out a metal ring that seemed to unnerve the undead beast before me. “You ain’t scarier than a nightkin and I eat them for breakfast.”
“You never eat breakfast,” Treth commented.
“It doesn’t know that.”
“And neither does it know or care what you are saying.”
The gül started to circle, slowly. I took a defensive stance. Off-hand sword in front with my right-hand blade pulled back, ready to strike.
The gül bit the air in front of it with an audible chomp. Drool, filled with its own corrupt blood, pooled below it. I charged, holding my dual-blades in an X across my chest. The gül hissed and jumped towards me, leaping through the air with its rabbit-like hindlegs.
I couldn’t help but smirk.
Mid-charge, I dropped to my knees and slid. The underbelly of the beast passed right over me, and its outstretched legs. I cut out in a wide arc and was rewarded with a spray of black-red blood. I was glad for my goggles and doctor’s mask then. Didn’t want to get necro-blood in my mouth.
I stood up. Blood and dirt covered my kneepads. I rubbed some black off my goggles with my sleeve. The gül had collided with the floor. Its hind-legs were limp. Held on by thin fleshy tendrils. It was dragging itself towards me, leaving a trail of blood on the decaying hard-wood floors. Its gurgles sounded like a whine. Like a hurt dog crossed with a kettle that really needed to be thrown away.
“Don’t underestimate it,” Treth, the voice in my head, said.
“I know, I know. I won’t make the same mistake that I did with that wandering zom last month.”
Treth seemed to grumble. He didn’t take my claim seriously.
I walked to the pathetic creature. It slashed towards my legs. Long arms still made it dangerous. I feinted going forward and when it lunged with its one hand, I chopped it off. It howled and then swiped with its other hand. I raised my other sword to block.
Clang and snap.
Shit.
I jumped away just in time, still holding the now half-blade hilt of my off-hand short sword.
“Cheap garbage,” I hissed through gritted teeth, sheathing the half-blade. Hopefully, I could sell it for scrap.
“That’s what I told you when you bought it on that glowing box,” Treth said.
“The computer. I bought it on the computer...”
I stepped back quickly as the gül crawled one-handed to my position, and then continued.
“And I gotta eat. Sorry that no Lady of the Lake has bequeathed me some holy sword like you palis probably got. This is Earth and I’m eating ramen for dinner. We’re using $8 swords if they snap or not.”
“False economy…”
The gül stopped and tried to swipe again. I jumped up onto the meat locker and then strolled to the other side of the room.
“Didn’t know they had economics in Land of the Knightly Things.”
‘Ava…’ Treth grumbled under his disembodied breath. Then spoke properly.
“Put this thing down. It’s pathetic to look at.”
“Right-o, boss paladin sir.”
I walked towards the gül. Its sickly yellow eyes followed me and it began scratching the air in front of it.
I frowned. It really was pathetic. And yet, it had the ability to do so much harm.
I side-stepped its claw and plunged my sword deep into its skull.
It stopped hissing and gurgling and its arm collapsed, limp.
Suck and squelch. I withdrew the sword and flicked it, splattering blood and grey skin flakes across the room. I cleaned off the excess blood with a cloth before sheathing. This sword survived its first night. It deserved a little care.
“Another day, another dollar,” I said, stretching my arms and legs. That fall really did a number on my knees.
“That all you care about, Kat?”
“Course not,” I said, retrieving a sawblade from my bag. “Slaying these things is its own reward, but gotta eat. And gotta get new gear.”
I began sawing at the limbs of the gül. The pieces separated easily, if not cleanly, from their host. The bones were brittle and were cut effortlessly. Its blood had stopped flowing instantly after whatever necromantic aura infesting it had been destroyed. It was just the flesh that was difficult to stomach. It pulled apart like wet paper. I resisted gagging and turned my attention away from the discoloured gooey sight.
“Long specimen,” I observed, examining the now genuinely lifeless corpse. Its torso stretched around two metres long. It was thin. Its flaky skin hugged closed to its brittle skeleton. Güls always relied on speed over brawn.
“I faced beasts like this twice the size in my world.”
“Hopefully, I won’t have to.”
I stood and cracked my back. Segments of the gül’s arms and legs had been deposited in plastic bags. I knelt down and sawed off its head. That also went in a bag.
“Grotesque work. You should just burn them,” Treth said, his voice filled with an all too common tinge of disappointment. Kat imagined him shaking his head, hands on his hips.
“And miss out on most of my payday? The landlady over yonder is paying me enough for a week’s worth of ramen. Half a week if I want stir-fry. The bits are where the money’s at.”
Treth was probably rolling his invisible eyes round about now.
Every piece of the gül was eventually placed in one of four plastic shopping bags. I hoisted two in each hand and left the room and the stench of rotting beef. I’d have to make sure to remember to report the locker to Sanitation. It was a big necro-risk.
I sighed. Abandoned buildings like this were common in this part of the state of Hope City. They attracted all types of malcontents. Not just rogue sorcerers, but all manner of imps and the undead. They were attracted to the decay. And as the decay attracted them, the area continued to darken as its weyline was corrupted with dark magic.
“Any critiques, Treth?” I asked. He had been unusually quiet during the surgery. I didn’t like him spouting criticism when I was in the middle of a fight, but I did value his input. As I had begrudgingly accepted a year before – he was much better at this than I. A lot of what I now knew, I owed to him.
“The slide was flashy,” Treth replied, matter of factly.
“Thank you.”
“Wasn’t a compliment.”
I snorted in amusement. The bits in my bags squelched as I mounted the steps and began to descend the concrete stairway. Old flyers, covered in dirt, were stuck to the steps and the walls. They were old “The End is Nigh!” posters. Three decades old. Practically artefacts. Of course, they had been wrong, but couldn’t blame doomsayers when magical portals were opening up all around, spilling out dragons, nymphs and the gods of human myth.
“So, how would you have fought that?”
Treth took a breath. He loved talking about this.
“I would have come through the doorway. Shield first. Planted it before me, sword pointed straight out by its side. I’d have made an oath to Bel and then shouted taunts at the beast. With its small, twisted mind, the undead would have charged into my kill zone, where I would have thrust with my sword – ending its miserable unlife in one stab.”
“There’s a problem with me doing that…”
“Not flashy enough?”
“I don’t own a shield.”
The night air was cool on my face. A gust of wind carried the smell of salt. It was refreshing, if a bit chilly. I hoped that the salty sea smell would overcome the rotting stench of necro-blood and guts covering my clothes. The night was dark. No stars out. Just a lonely streetlight lit the entire street, emanating a golden pool on the tarmac. It was quiet. No wonder the landlady from a block away had wanted me to check it out. The noise of a corpse smacking at a fridge was the only thing that would have been heard for hundreds of meters. The wind would have carried the gurgles and inhuman screeches even further.
I put down the squelchy bloody bags and took out my phone.
“Shit,” I swore. I had tried to swipe the phone open without taking off my gloves. “Blood all over my damn screen.”
“This is why you should use falcons. They’re reliable and don’t balk at a bit of blood.”
“They also can’t take apps.”
I wiped away the blood with my almost fully bloodied sleeve and took off my glove. My phone desktop was some study notes for an upcoming history test. I frowned.
When was the test again?
I hadn’t managed to study at all this week. Too much work for too little pay. First, there was that rogue zombie eating someone’s trash, then a wight who decided to camp out in someone’s treehouse. That wasn’t to mention the lesser vampire squirrel that had killed my neighbour’s dog.
Yeah, it had been a busy week.
I logged into the MonsterSlayer app on my smartphone and checked the ongoing jobs tab. I selected this particular job and took a photo of the bags and sent it through. A few minutes later, I received a message:
“I can finally get some sleep but didn’t need to see that!”
A notification popped up. $50 had been sent to my account. I grinned. That would keep me nice and fed for a little bit. But that wasn’t where the money was. I changed to a different app: MonsterMarket.
While eliminating monsters was good and all, it wasn’t that rewarding. Any dolt with a blunt instrument could swat an imp. The real money in hunting came from butchering the prey and then selling the parts to alchemists, mages and corporations for a quick buck. Even three decades after the Vortex Rift opened and magic came into the world, people were still needing fantastical beasts to dissect.
“Anyone looking for goolie bits?” I said, in a sing song voice, to myself as I selected the search filters, looking for a buyer. “Ugh, Rifts…”
There was a buyer. Looking for a full dismembered gül. They were offering $150 for the body. But…it was Drakenbane. A top-notch executive level monster hunting agency. And one that I really didn’t like.
I quickly checked to see if there were any other eligible buyers. None. I clenched my fist and with my other hand, pressed the sales button. My location was sent to Drakenbane’s courier. I really hoped it wasn’t Brett…
And it was Brett.
He arrived half an hour later. I had just settled into some studying for my history test on the establishment of the first elf colony in New Zealand, when an armoured car blaring scream metal almost knocked over a corner bin and screeched to a halt in front of me.
“Would you consider him flashy?” Treth asked.
“No,” I whispered, as Brett got out of the armoured car. He was the typical agency muscle-head. Arms the size of tree trunks. Black hair in a lengthening buzz cut. Stubble meticulously kept light, like a movie-star or male model. He wore a black Kevlar vest, with combat pads on his shoulders and arms. Slung over his shoulder was a pump-action shotgun. Emblazoned on his dark grey-clad chest was a stylistic symbol of a crimson dragon in flight.
“Oi, Katty!” he called with a grin, immediately lighting a cigarette. I hoped that didn’t mean he meant to stay around longer than necessary. The dark was subsiding. He took a drag of the cigarette and then exhaled, generating an acrid smog. I only just stopped myself from coughing.
“Brett,” I said, simply, and then indicated to the packets behind me with my thumb. He ignored the gesture, eyeing me up and down. His eyes rested on the hilt of my sword.
“Still using blades, Katty? You aren’t going to get anywhere if you don’t get a gun.”
“Alas, Brett. Easier said than done. I don’t have a license and don’t have an agency backing me to pull the strings.”
Brett took another drag and blew another cloud in my face. “Drakenbane could change that, Katty.”
“You know that Drakenbane rejected my application.”
Brett snorted derisively. “Ah, right. ‘Cause of your hang ups on killing non-undead. Stabbing drakes give you a stomachache?”
“Undead are more a threat than some overgrown geckos.”
“Tell that to the executives shitting themselves whenever the little shits do fly-bys on their high rises.”
I rolled my eyes. That’s just what I wanted to tell them. But they paid the bills, even if it was the undead tearing the slums apart.
“So…got my money?” I asked, tapping my foot impatiently. I made sure he heard the tap-tap-tap on the tarmac.
“Relax, Katty.” Brett took a final drag and then tossed the still lit cigarette onto the street. He sauntered over to the bags and opened one. A waft must have hit him as his face went white and he recoiled.
“Some rank zombie bits you got there.”
“Gül bits.”
“What’s the difference?”
I sighed. “Zombies are the slaves of necromancers. Ghouls are the slaves of vampires. Güls are feral. They act like wild animals. This one looked like it was straight outta a rift.”
“Know it all,” Brett chided, picking up the bags and carrying them over to the truck. “Will make fine dragon bait all the same.”
“A dragon would never fall for that,” Treth laughed. I did not give Brett the benefit of a response. I only asked:
“My money?”
“Sure, sure.”
Brett rubbed his hands on his black-camo jeans and took out a wallet. He drew out three blue and red notes. I quickly counted them and was relieved to see that Brett hadn’t short-changed me.
“Thanks. Now cheers.”
I began running down the street. The sun was rising.
“Hey! Not wanting to hang out?”
“Our relationship is strictly professional, Brett.”
I was around the street corner before he could respond.
 



Chapter 2. Early Riser



The sun was firmly in the sky, flooding the land with a merciful golden tinge, when I finally reached my apartment. The vampires would be going into hiding now, along with the rest of the dregs of this magical society.
My apartment building was a small, dingy little place, right in the shadow of a magicorp skyscraper. Its rent had plummeted after repeated wraith sightings. While that normally would be cause for alarm, as wraiths were quite partial to eviscerating the living, I hadn’t seen a wraith for the year and a half I had been living here.
I fiddled with the lock to my door, my vision bleary from exhaustion. It was jammed again. There were downsides to cheap rent. I heard mewling on the other side.
“Yes, I’m home, Alex. Just…be…patient.”
I fell flat on my face as the door opened under my weight. Alex, my black and white cat, came up to me and licked my nose. The cat’s sandpaper tongue tickled me and I couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Thanks, Alex.”
I lifted myself up and surveyed my apartment. Messy as I had left it. The rubbish bin was overflowing with polystyrene ramen cups, study-notes adorned tables, floor and windowsill, and the curtains hadn’t been dusted in a year. I shook my head at my own untidiness.
“First out of these clothes, and then…sleep.”
Alex meowed.
I rubbed my head. My eyes were heavy. “How could I forget my favourite little guy?”
I closed my door behind me and shambled further into the apartment, to the small kitchen adjoined to the lounge/bedroom. I cracked open a can of cat food and let Alex eat straight out of the can.
I sniffed. I reeked of sweat and blood. I needed a wash. The bathroom thankfully had a shower, but I was too tired for that. Too tired…
My eyes blurred, and I swayed. My sword clinked on the coffee table. When did I get to the coffee table? I reached to unbuckle my sword belt and felt nothing.
	 

“Kat…Kat?” Treth whispered.
“Let me sleep,” I mumbled, eyes closed.
“You’re going to get sick, Kat…”
“You’re not my mom.”
“And you’re going to be late for class...”
I jumped up with a start. I had been keeled over in my living room. A wet puddle of drool had soaked into the carpet. I quickly checked my smartphone.
Five minutes to class…and I’d been only asleep for ten minutes.
“Rift-damn Brett.”
I brought my hand to my eyes to rub out the sleep but then noticed my sleeves. They were still covered in necro-blood.
“Shit.”
I realised I was still covered in necro-blood.
“Get dressed. I’ll close my eyes.”
“Do you even have eyes?”
“You know what I mean.”
I let out a small chuckle. Treth, always the chivalrous and innocent knight-paladin.
I peeled off the layers of monster-hunting gear and discarded them in a wash basket. At least I had money to pay for a full purification now over and above a cosmetic clean. Must’ve picked up some curse in the last few weeks with all the necro-blood that had been touching it. Not to mention the wight incantations! Detergent didn’t get out magical stains, so I’d need to splurge on a bit of exorcism. To replace my currently filthy clothes, I put on some denim jeans and a black t-shirt with the logo of the band Rage.
“Always the goth,” my friend Trudie would say. She was one to talk! She wore a spiked collar. And Rage wasn’t goth. It was punk. Big difference.
I made my way to the bathroom to wash my face and put on all manner of chemicals to mask the stench of my late night. I would shower when I got home. The necro-blood didn’t touch my skin and I had mistakenly ingested so much of it already I must’ve become at least a little bit immune.
In the mirror, I was greeted by a girl of nineteen years with dark-chestnut hair tied into a messy bun with a black ribbon, caked in dirt. She had heavy bags under her eyes. Done with the necessities of civilised life, I petted Alex and then left.
“The buses better be running on time.”
“They never are,” Treth replied. “You should get a horse.”
“With all the money I have, yeah. And I’d much rather be in a bus or car when zombies are roaming around than on horseback.”
“Not if it was my master’s horse.” Treth’s voice started sounding distant, happy. He was lost in memory. “Gallant was the finest steed in the duchy. Even wraiths couldn’t spook him. My master rode him into battle and never once did he balk or flinch. A brave, wonderful stallion.”
Treth’s tone saddened. “Haven’t seen any like him here.”
“We can go to the countryside sometime, Treth. I’m sure there’ll be some decent horses out in the farmlands.”
I couldn’t really tell for sure, but I felt Treth give me an appreciative smile.
The bus was on time, but so was traffic. Just as the bus started moving, with me and one other headphoned passenger inside, it stopped, and then started again. Bumper to bumper. Probably a damn griffin holding up traffic. If one had made its nest in an intersection, traffic would be at a standstill for hours until the City could decide which agency to hire to eliminate it.
I took out my phone and opened up the news.
“Russian MagiPol have detained three sorcerers attempting to tap into the weylines near the Vortex Rift in Siberia.”
“Why do they even guard it? The frost wyrms will get anyone strong enough to survive the Spark pulses,” Treth asked.
“They thought they needed to guard it back then and never stopped. Nothing as permanent as a temporary government programme.”
I glanced at the next headline: Necromancer Warlords increase hold on Central Africa.
“And nothing they hate more than doing what they are supposed to do.”
I closed my phone and the less than stellar news headlines and looked out the window. The sun had risen only slightly more in the minutes that I had been in my apartment, bathing Hope City and the Cape in a magical golden haze. From the bus window, I could clearly see Table Mountain, in all its glory. The flat-topped mountain had a table-cloth of clouds, casting a slight shadow where its rock-grey was not painted gold in the morning light.
No matter how bad this city gets, I thought, that damn mountain makes it all worth it.
It was just so unfortunate that it was usually closed to the public to allow for pilgrimages to the citadel and the peaks. I was not an acolyte of the Titan under the Mountain, nor one of the mages that kept it asleep, so had never managed to reach Table Mountain’s flat top. The closest I came was my university, constructed over two centuries before and still named after the old city of yore: The University of Cape Town.
I sometimes wondered why the city was renamed after the Cataclysm, when the Vortex Rift opened and unlocked magic and released monsters on our world. As the city was consumed by dark magic, refugees and monsters, the weak bureaucrat who found himself misfortunate enough to be in charge must’ve thought renaming the city after the ‘Cape of Good Hope’ historical nomenclature was a swell idea.
It didn’t really bring much hope.
Hope City was an urban sprawl. The old city was either kept afloat by magicorps, a local monster hunting agency or sheer stubborn tenacity. Everywhere else was decaying. A husk of a city ruled by sorcerous crime bosses, vampire cartels and cabals of necromancers seeking to turn the last bastion of freedom on the African continent into another undead wasteland.
I clenched my fist.
And the damn Council does nothing about it.
I released my fist and looked again at that damn mountain. Maybe it was for the best that they didn’t do anything. The Council government tended to make a mess of things. The better the intentions, the worse the mess. Just like when I phoned Sanitation to clean up some discarded zombies after a gangster popped their necromancer. Guys arrived all prim and proper and picked up the zombie bits, no sweat. I soon found out they’d thrown it in the bay, choking countless seals on necro-blood and rotting corpses.
That was the last time I trusted Sanitation to do a job unmonitored. I might have hated Drakenbane, but they never did stuff like that. The big agencies might ignore the little guys and chase the big fancy monsters instead of the gruesome and much more sinister ones, but at least they were competent.
The engine on the bus renewed its huff and I jolted as the traffic started its melancholic crawl again. Then it stopped. I tapped my foot, impatiently, and checked the time on my cell. I was going to be late.
I peered out the other window. This part of town was a much better sight than the decaying suburb I had been hunting in last night. Shops were opening, displaying wares ranging from computer hardware to good-luck charms. Banners with old-timey fonts contrasted with neon-signs and computer displays. If one didn’t travel out of these parts of Hope City, one’d forget all the problems the city was facing. Their biggest concern would just be rising taxes to pay for the Titan Magi and the occasional interruption by a monster. These were petty problems that Hope City denizens were adept at complaining about but problems that remained comparatively petty nonetheless. The richer denizens of this too-large city didn’t understand the real dangers facing their home. No wall separated the city-centre and new weyline locales from the undead and crime-infested slums. Only hunters did. Hunters like me.
The bus wrenched forward and continued at a healthy, walking pace. I checked the time again. It would be almost quicker to walk! I sighed. I hoped this lecture wouldn’t be too important, but this close to test season, it was likely to be. I opened up some notes on my phone. I could at least use this time to study.
“Kat,” Treth said.
“What?” I whispered back, my eyes scanning across a passage about the establishment of the first weyline business district in Hope City.
“Look out the window.”
I rolled my eyes but did so. Just outside, in an alley between shops, were three men. Two wore red jackets, stitched with rune-enhancers. The symbols would enhance latent magical energy and help its incantation. Behind the two jacket wearers was a boy around Kat’s age, cowering. He was clutching a leather bag as the jacket wearers shoved into him. A spark. The one now held a flame in his palm.
“Not my problem.”
I turned back to my notes. Treth did not respond. I itched. My heart beat fast. Faster. I pocketed my phone and jumped out the bus window.
What are you doing, Kat? I asked myself. I did not reply. I withdrew a paper sachet out of my pocket and started shaking it, feeling the sands within swoosh from side to side.
Closer to the three, I heard them speak.
“These are just books. They are useless to you,” the victim panted, anxiously.
“You assuming we don’t read?!” one of the assailants retorted. He held the flame in his hand closer. The boy’s face paled.
“We’ve got the Spark, and you don’t. All the books that matter don’t matter to a husk like you. Give us the bag.”
“Hey!” I called, arriving at the scene, only a few metres from the three.
The jacket-wearers turned, irritation and anger turning to bemusement.
“Scram, chick, we got no beef with you.”
“That’s unfortunate,” I said, still shaking the paper sachet. It was getting warmer. “I’ve got beef with you.”
Before the jacket-wearing mages could react, I tore open the sachet and threw its contents over them. As I had hoped, not only did the one not extinguish his flame, the other attempted to cast as well. Their magic backfired as the powdered demanzite hit them. The anti-magical mineral not only dispelled active casting, but temporarily burnt out magic-users spark. The powder hit the mages and there was a flash. Screaming followed as the mages covered their eyes and ears. Apparently, demanzite caused extreme sensory overload to its victims. The Mages Union had lobbied to get it outlawed. Luckily to “husks” like me, the usually harmless mineral was still available at alchemists around the city.
The flash abated, and I followed through by kicking both men in the stomach, doubling them over. They keeled over onto the floor, their babbled speech sounding a tad like incantations. The powder wouldn’t last much longer, and it was my last sachet.
My last sachet…
Shit.
I shook my head in frustration. Demanzite wasn’t cheap and I needed them against wights, and if I ever found one of the necromancers behind a zombie horde.
Too late now, though. I looked around. The victim was gone. No sign of him.
“Ungrateful…”
“Heroes don’t need gratitude to do what they do, Kat,” Treth quoted. I didn’t exactly know who he was quoting but Treth’s tone always changed when he was sharing the wisdom of his long-lost masters and comrades.
I grunted. Gratitude and reward was something Treth claimed to not need, but I was quite partial to it.
The mages at my feet were beginning to rise. I bolted.
	 

I arrived on campus somehow minutes before my lecture was to begin. Despite all the curses that were doubtlessly clinging to me, it seemed my luck was still healthy. I looked up at the stairway to the main avenue of the campus, where my class was located. When I first became a student, the stairs were daunting. Every morning was a huff bringing searing pain across my body. With my new part-time work, however, it was a breeze.
I effortlessly ascended the stairs to the sound of protest chanting and shouts.
“You are the monster!”
“No to flaying fairies!”
“Down with the Agencies!”
Another one! I thought the protesters got their fill of demonstrating last week. They were protesting the general treatment of what society deemed monsters by picketing on campus, being a nuisance and disrupting foot traffic. I don’t know why they thought campus was the appropriate place to protest. Most of the university administration were sympathetic to them and had no power over what society called things. My Undead Studies lecturer even refused to refer to the undead as monsters, much to my chagrin. If anything, the protesters should be protesting the likes of Drakenbane – but that’d require them to go into a dangerous neighbourhood, where they’d see what their precious “non-monsters” were really like.
I didn’t always look upon the protests disparagingly. Pixies and fairies were, for the most part, harmless, but were often slain and collected by alchemists to be used in product development and magical rituals. But, when the protesters started arguing for the rights of zombies, my sympathy for them stopped.
I clenched my fists, took a deep breath, and waded into the morass. I hoped that the barely coated stench of necro-blood on my hair would cause the protesters to give me a wide-berth. It did not. And by the time I had waded through the horde of people stinking worse than I, I was thoroughly late for class. I lost all sympathy I might have had for the protesters.
I opened the doors to the lecture theatre. Mercifully, people were still filing in half-way through the class. Despite Undead Studies being quite a hardcore subject, this could not change the apathy of the typical university student.
I took a seat at the back and began scribbling down notes by pen, despite my exhaustion and bleary vision. I used my phone to study, but I preferred taking down the initial notes by hand. My friend, Trudie, always tried to convince me to just type straight onto my cell, or get a laptop, but old habits die hard.
“All undead corrupt weyline purity,” the lecturer said, as I scribbled down what she said and the notes on the board.
“Not wights, or masterless undead,” Treth said.
I ignored him and continued note-taking.
“Corrupted weylines attract more undead, creating a self-driven cycle,” the lecturer continued, drawing a circle on the whiteboard with a marker.
“Unicorn waste!” Treth swore, a rare occurrence for him. “Undead are created by intentional necromantic incantation…”
“Sssshhh,” I whispered, covering my mouth so that nobody could see me speak.
“She doesn’t know the first thing about undead, Kat.”
“Shut up…”
“Problem, Ms Drummond?” the lecturer asked, stopping her note-taking. The entire class looked back at me. My face heated up.
“Nope, sorry.”
The lecturer nodded and continued. Mercifully, Treth did not speak again.
	 

I almost dozed off twice during the class. When the cacophony of shuffling people and papers signalled the end of class, I was glad to be able to leave. Unfortunately, I still had history later in the day.
Outside the lecture theatre, I was greeted by the sight of a short girl wearing a spiked collar and black leather jacket. She had short black hair with a blue-highlighted fringe. Her lipstick was black.
I smiled as I approached my friend, bustling past some students also eager to leave the class.
I greeted Trudie with a hug, hoping she didn’t notice the smell. Well, she should be used to it. I’d been in the game for over a year now.
“How is my big man?” she immediately asked.
“Alex is fine, Trudie.”
Sometimes, I was sure that Trudie liked Alex more than she liked me. I was fine with that. Alex was worth liking. He’d been a little black ball of sunshine in my life since I’d saved him from a pack of undead dogs. I didn’t know anything about his life before he was cornered by the beasts, but after that point, we were inseparable – and Trudie loved him.
We walked off towards the cafeteria. It was nearby and we took a seat by the food vendor.
Trudie was checking her phone in-between talking. She was an IT major, and a real tech-junkie. She practically lived off the dark energies of the internet.
“So,” Trudie said, flaring her nostrils. “Late night?”
I frowned. So, she could smell it.
“How could you tell?”
“Because you always have a late night. And…”
Trudie whipped out a surgical glove and leant over to pick something from my hair. A flake of skin. I would have wretched last year. Was the norm now. Seems Trudie had even become accustomed to it.
“Aren’t there any day-time jobs?” Trudie frowned, putting the flake in a plastic bag and tossing it in the bin. She was too prepared for this…
“Undead are most active at night.”
“So, get some jobs hunting non-undead. Maybe hunt unicorns.”
“Most people don’t categorize unicorns as monsters,” I replied, smiling faintly as I stealthily picked fries from Trudie’s lunch.
“Those people are wrong. Damn one-horned bastards.”
“Remind me, why do you hate unicorns so much?”
“’Cause nobody else does. Everybody loves them. It’s not like they’re prettier than everything else. They’re just horses with a horn. Still fine to kill fairies for their parts, but the Rifts all collapse on us if you dare think of harming a precious unicorn.”
Trudie bit into a handful of chips and muttered, mouth full, “Wannabe horse bastards.”
I chuckled and stood to go buy myself some lunch. My previous mirth abated as I handed over some of the money. I hoped the cashier didn’t notice the black-red stain on the note. 
“You’ve been pretty out of it lately,” Trudie said as I sat down again. I shrugged. Trudie took some bites of my noodles in exchange for my previous marauding.
“History has me running ragged.”
“Not the late-nights?”
“Slaying is quick. It doesn’t get dull. You track your target, which is easy due to the moaning, and then cut its head off. Finished. History is interesting, sure, but not all of it. After three hundred pages of badly-written prose on the Cataclysm, I’d rather be facing down an armoured and armed wight.”
Trudie’s frown deepened. “So, you do it cause it’s fun?”
I shrugged again. “I do it because it’s a way to put food on the table. Not all of us have a family paying for tuition and lunch.”
That seemed to sting Trudie a little. I looked down at my food.
“I’m just worried, Kat. It’s dangerous.”
“And I can handle it.”
Trudie nodded, slowly. She stood up and checked her phone.
“I better be off to class.”
She pushed the remainder of her lunch in front of me. I nodded in thanks.
“She is concerned about you,” Treth said.
There were too many people around for me to reply without looking mad. I didn’t need to reply. I understood why Trudie was worried. She didn’t understand or like magic. Weylines meant nothing to her, just wi-fi. And her family was alive to pay her bills.
Maybe Trudie’s concern was justified. But it didn’t matter. I had a job to do. Not just to put food on the table, but as Treth would so often remind me – because it was the right thing to do.
	 

I got to history on time, energised by my double breakfast of noodles and fries. The air conditioner was on full throttle, and while unpleasant, would hopefully keep me awake. Fellow students filed in, and finally, the lecturer.
“I like this man,” Treth commented.
“Because you don’t know if he’s wrong or not,” I replied in a whisper.
“He reminds me of my mentor at the Order.”
“Morning…I mean afternoon, class,” Professor Crowley stuttered, and then calmed. “Today we’re revising some post-cataclysm history of Hope City.”
This was a topic I did enjoy. Despite all my complaints, this was my city and I liked to know as much as I could about it. The lecturer began, his stuttering abating as he got into his topic of expertise. I hastily took down notes. Treth was silent. He must’ve been interested.
But, despite my interest about the discovery of the ancient primordial titan asleep under Table Mountain, the escapades of last night were finally catching up with me. My writing became gibberish and my vision blurred. Darkness engulfed me as I embraced the hard wood and papers before me.
 



Chapter 3. Ghost in the Shell



My parents had been killed when I was still in school.
My aunt, Mandy Caleb, looked after me for as long as she could, but she had her own life and an important job. Despite me being a seventeen-year-old girl in a hell-hole of a city, Mandy had to go back to New Zealand. I couldn’t follow. Border control was strict and New Zealand wasn’t much better than Hope City. The elves and human denizens of the country periodically engaged in brutal civil wars that made the gang battles in Hope City look like pillow fights.
New Zealand was no place for me.
But, neither was Hope City.
My aunt still sent me a stipend, when she could, but being a mediator between two sides that didn’t see eye to eye did not pay well and Hope City had a high cost of living. So, at the age of seventeen, entering my first year of university only next year, I had to become self-reliant. This took the form of odd-jobs, freelance work and anything that a high school education could give you.
One such job brought me to a leafy suburb of Hope City, where I was baby-sitting two children as their parents went hobnobbing at a magicorp function. The pay was reasonable, and jobs were scarce, so I was thankful.
But gratitude wasn’t endless, and I soon learned that money couldn’t buy patience. That night, I found myself in a battlefield of entitled shits, bargaining with halflings – if not demons.
“Your mom said to be in bed by 8pm,” I said calmly, restraining myself as much as possible. The room was dark, with just the glimmer of the TV painting a translucent blue light show across the lounge.
“My mom isn’t here,” the imperious little imp, who was allegedly a human child, said, ramming a fistful of chips into his mouth. I do not know when or how we got those.
“Our bedtime is way too early, miss,” the imp’s sister added. She was much more agreeable but still played the accomplice to her rebel brother.
“Take that up with your mother. I received instructions to have you in bed by 8 and I’m going to stick to them.”
“I’d like to see you try.”
I should have been thankful for the lights being off, as my glare may have been capable of burning a hole in whoever saw it. Finally, I sighed and left the room, making my way to the extravagant kitchen. It was almost the size of my entire apartment.
Two hours till their parents get back. Two hours to get them in bed.
I just needed to ensure that they didn’t get into anything that would keep them awake till ten. I opened the fridge and began moving all the caffeinated drinks to the top shelf. I hoped that the parents wouldn’t notice nor mind. I couldn’t be sure with this family. I got instructions to be strict, but the kids acted like they’d never been given orders in their life.
I sighed. I’d been doing it a lot tonight.
The parents probably couldn’t rein their own kids in themselves so were hoping I could.
I closed the fridge and turned. A countertop dominated the centre of the kitchen. Perched on top of it was a knife-block. I winced. I hoped the imp wouldn’t get any ideas. I wouldn’t put it past him to think that he was impervious to stabs.
I heard gunshots and an explosion.
The imp had turned up the volume on the TV. Worst of all, it wasn’t even a good movie. Just some mass-produced garbage checking all the criteria to take money from tasteless movie-goers.
“That’s it,” I said to myself. “No more Miss-Nice-Girl!”
I marched into the living room. The kids’ faces were glued to a scene of the muscle-bound protagonist using a dirt-bike to destroy an attack helicopter. I proceeded to the TV. The kids didn’t seem to notice, or care. I bent down, and the TV switched off.
“What the hell did you do?!”
I stared at my finger, only a sliver of moonlight illuminating it as it was about to turn off the power to the TV.
“Come on, miss. Please put it back on. I promise I’ll go to sleep when it’s done.”
I stood up. The light in the hallway had also gone off.
“Turn it back on!”
I raised my hand to silence them and whispered. “That wasn’t me.”
A boom. Not thunder. Not like the gunshots and explosions of the action movie. Something otherworldly. The closest comparison would be a thousand speakers exploding from feedback. If it was thunder, no rain followed. Only an ethereal blue-white flash. I had seen the likes of it before, on a documentary about rifts. The rifts that opened portals to other realms, allowing all manner of beasts into our world.
“Kids, I need you to listen to me very carefully.”
The imp looked about to speak.
“I’m serious.”
My tone gagged him.
“Do you have a panic room?”
The girl nodded, catching some moonlight so I could see the motion.
“We must get there now and shut ourselves in.”
Hesitantly, the pair stood and exited the room. In the halls, the moonlight lessened. I followed the children’s semi-human shadowy forms in the dark. My heart beat hard and fast. It took all my willpower to keep my breathing under control. Fortunately, it seemed the children were just shocked enough to become obedient, but not so much that they became hysterical.
A thump. We stopped. Footsteps. Oddly human, but staggered. I stopped breathing. My head went faint. I had heard those types of steps before. And I had heard what followed. A moaning. A mournful, animalistic cry reverberating from the throat of something that resembled humanity. I could have cried then, the strain of the trauma becoming too much to bear. But I didn’t. I nudged the kids onwards. I hoped that the panic room wasn’t too far. But in this inky black, I couldn’t be sure that we would even get there.
The children led me down the hall, a few open rooms with windows letting moonlight pool into the house. The moaning didn’t stop. I knew it never did. It hadn’t stopped from last time. It continued, forever, and ever and ever. A mob became a horde and they kept on coming. Rotting, moaning, shambling, devouring. The Dead never stopped…
“Miss…”
I had stopped. I looked at the shapes of my hands in the blackness. I felt them shivering, but I wasn’t cold. A hand in the dark snapped me out of my reverie. It was warm. Small.
“Miss?” It inquired.
“Keep going,” I said. “I’ll keep you safe.”
This was a big house. Much bigger than the one-room apartment I was able to afford with Auntie Mandy’s stipend. Hopefully big enough to put as much in the way of us and the Dead as possible.
The thumping and moaning stopped. I almost breathed a sigh of relief, but I had seen plenty of horror movies before. And like all calms before a storm, it was ended by a loud noise. A breaking of glass and the pooling of shards on the ground.
A scream.
Was it me?
My mouth was closed. I grabbed in front and held the girl close, covering her mouth. Even then, I still felt the scream could have been mine. It would have been, years before. I must have screamed like that back then, when the Dead surrounded me, and through their rotting bodies, I saw my father chained to a rock, as a young man held an obsidian dagger towards the sky, chanting gibberish that made my primordial mind want to tear itself apart.
“Keep going,” I whispered.
With a panicked haste, we all sped towards a room in the darkness. I heard the thud of flesh, the creak of wood. And the tinkle of disrupted glass pieces. The moaning was now inside the house. I wanted to tell the kids to remain calm. That they should be calm. But I’m not a hypocrite. At least, I tell myself that. And how can I tell them to be calm when my vision is blurring, my throat is tightening and the only thing veiling the pain in my chest is the numbness of oncoming hysteria?
I couldn’t. But I kept them moving. And then, lightning did strike. Another verse in the poetic horror of nature. The flash and boom made us all halt. Liquid coated my face. I was not sure if it was sweat, tears or both.
Another boom. Another flash. And a silhouette. Approaching. Closer. Closer. And with it – the moaning.
“Run,” I whispered. They did nothing.
Another flash. It was a man. His clothes were ripped and foreign. A torn, fading red doublet and fraying hosen. He looked like an unemployed Shakespearean actor. He had holes in his cheeks and rotting, pale flesh was falling from his exposed ribcage. His sickly yellow eyes, shining in the dark, were simultaneously mindless and predatory, his pupils fixed on us, cowering before him. He staggered forward another step, and I shouted:
“Run!”
The children listened when it mattered most and bolted down the unlit halls. The zombie snarled and lunged forward. I felt the air move behind me as I ran.
In my head, it was more than one zombie. It was a horde. And as I ran, skidding into furniture and sliding across smooth wooden floors, with the undead in tow, I saw a different time. I wasn’t alone. There were four of us. Four of the living. Me, my parents and a man wearing a black robe.
I saw the children at the end of the hall, struggling with a knob. I went the other way. My vision changed. I saw a horde of the undead, holding me down, salivating over me. Only the strict control of their master kept them from devouring me to sustain their endless hunger. I felt the wetness on me now, and the touch was almost the same. An unnatural clamminess. If hell had moisture, it felt like this. Pure decay.
The zombie was on my tail, its shamble turning into an efficient run. I needed to get out. To get away from it. But, what if it stayed here? Stayed with the children as I ran through the night.
I was back in the hallway near the TV room. Grunting, moaning and thumping followed. The kids were still in the house. The bratty, entitled kids whose names I couldn’t even recall. But they hadn’t seen what I had seen. They didn’t know fear like I did. And I wouldn’t wish it upon them.
I turned around and saw it coming, obscured by the shadow.
These things. And the man who had controlled them…
They had taken everything from me.
I turned into the kitchen, knocking over a chair and falling to the ground with an oomph. I grabbed for something to pull myself up on as lightning struck. The zombie was right above me. Salivating. Snarling. The light of sky flickered, feverishly. Like a crackling light bulb. The light faded, and the zombie fell upon me, sending a waft of rotting flesh my way. I kicked back, hitting a rib with my sneakers. It caught my leg and brought its teeth to it. I kicked its head away, desperately. The first blow dazed it, and then it attempted to bite again. I kicked again. And again. And again. It let go and I pulled both my legs away. Appliances and kitchen apparatus clattered to the floor. A glint of metal. I crawled towards it and felt cold wrap around my leg. I was pulled back.
I saw the rotting teeth, sharpened to points through the dark magic of necromancy. The zombie looked me in the eyes and bared its teeth, it lunged towards my neck. I grabbed onto its shoulders, pushing as one could only do instinctively to keep the vile away from the pure.
But the living always succumbed to the dead, and even my strained groans waned as my arms became afire with the pressure of the monster on top of me.
And I knew I was going to die. That all that time since then was just borrowed time. That the cause of my fear that had been with me all these years had returned to finish the job.
But it was then that I felt an anger. A rage roiling deep inside of me at the thing before me. And at the black robed man who had taken everything from me. A rage against the Dead, the undead and this bastard who would eat the children I was meant to protect.
And then a voice in my head spoke to me:
“Wrap your legs around it.”
What?
I hesitated. The voice spoke again:
“Wrap your legs around it and shift your weight. Get on top of it.”
I didn’t understand the alien voice within my head. Sure, I knew what it was saying, but not how, or where. But as my arms approached jellification from exertion, I obeyed.
I flanked the snarling corpse with my legs and locked it above me. I felt its fragile flesh give way to bone as I squeezed. I was close to the thing… I felt bile rise. But adrenaline took over.
My arms strengthened and in one push, I flipped the zombie onto its back.
“Great work! Now punch it.”
I did so without hesitation. I held it down with my left hand and with my right, I delivered a hard blow to its temple. Flesh tore, and bone shattered. My hand stung.
“Quickly, stand and get a weapon.”
The glint of metal, I remembered.
I scampered off the dazed undead, towards where I saw the glint of metal. The zombie groaned, and slowly began to stand.
“It won’t be dazed for long. You must skewer its brain.”
Skewer…
Skewer…
My hands searched frantically across the black pit of the kitchen floor. I heard the phlegmy gurgles behind me. They would have nauseated me before, but I was different now. Something had changed.
My hand touched something colder than the tile flooring. It tinged as my nail hit it.
“Hurry!”
The gurgles were becoming growls. Growing louder. More vociferous.
I reached for the blade and felt its point. It stung. I reached for the other end and stroked its rough, plastic handle. I grabbed.
“Stand.”
I did so and faced the zombie in the dark.
“What do I do?” I asked, my now bleeding hand clutching a knife before me as the shadows roiled and the groans increased.
“Courage, my lady. Stand your ground. That is all one can do against the Dead.”
The shadow-veiled zombie became clearer in the moonlight.
Stand.
I was standing. My hand shivered. I reached over and held the blade with both my hands. Alone, they shook. Together, they froze. Steady.
“Stand your ground.”
I stood my ground.
A snarl. A flash of greying, rotting flesh. And pressure, an immense pressure. I heard the crack and felt the squelch. My gut wrenched, but I did not vomit. My anger transformed into cold calculation. My fear shifted. It was still there but was no longer the debilitating trauma towards the thing that had taken everything from you. When faced with a cat, a rat either runs or it bites back. I was biting back.
I kept pushing the knife into the zombie’s skull. Deeper and deeper. Every bit of sinew, bone, skin and flesh held the knife back. But I pushed. And it broke through. The creature went limp and collapsed. I let go.
As if by some poetic miracle, the lights came on. I gazed at my hands. They were covered in black blood. My own red blood was kept to a small cut on my finger and palm. The blood wasn’t touching, thankfully. Necro-sick wasn’t a pleasant experience. The kitchen was a quagmire of black blood, strewn flesh and clattered cutlery. The zombie lay on its stomach, crumpled like a dead animal. Truly dead.
And I had killed it.
I looked at my hands. Covered with blood, bruising from the punch.
I had killed it.
And while I still feared it, and whatever master had brought it into the world, I knew that fear was a tool. It had a purpose. And I knew what its purpose was.
“Do not relish the kill, my lady.”
“Who are you?” I asked. It felt odd to speak to a voice in my head, but I did it all the same.
“I am Treth of Concord, Knight-Paladin of the Order of Albin.”
“Okay.”
“And, who are you?”
I had been biting my lip. I again noticed the beating of my heart. My breathing was easy, though. I felt no hint of nausea.
“Kat. Kat Drummond.”
“Well, Kat Drummond. It is an honour to meet you. I look forward to an enriching partnership.”
“Partnership?”
“I find myself without a body,” Treth said, sounding a tad embarrassed. “Through some cosmic fate, my spirit has been sent to you in your time of peril. I can only guess that the gods wish me to continue my quest through you.”
“What quest?”
Treth hesitated. His voice lowered, filling with a fiery determination. “Something I failed to do in life. Something I may never truly complete, but I must do all the same.”
“What is it?”
“Slaying monsters.”
“All of them?”
“The ones that deserve it.”
I looked at my hands again, covered in undead blood. I remembered the zombies that had held me down, as my parents were sacrificed by a necromancer for a ritual I did not understand. I remembered being released as the Puretide Agency burst in, too late to save my mom and dad, and too late to catch the necromancer who disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.
Monsters…
“I’ll do it…”
Treth didn’t reply, but I somehow felt him nod.
The parents of the children arrived early. The relief in their eyes at seeing their children unharmed was only passed by the look of fear and revulsion that they had when they saw the corpse in their kitchen, and my bloodied hands.
Despite the safety of their offspring, despite the slain monster in their kitchen, this blood-stained teenage girl was too much for them.
I left the house at their behest. I didn’t receive any pay. I’m sure I could have threatened them for it, but I was tired. Too tired.
“Do not lust after reward,” Treth said. “A hero acts for valour alone.”
My stomach rumbled as I rubbed it. “I hope valour tastes good.”
 



Chapter 4. Struggles



I awoke to the hustle and bustle of students hastily packing their notes and laptops into bags. Many attempted to make a break for the door, just to be stopped by the inevitable mosh-pit of students all with the same idea. The professor had already made his escape through the staff entrance. I blinked, my head still resting on the desk. As I realised that the class had ended, I sat upright with a start. I reached for my pen and my notepad, to salvage what I could off the white-board. My paper wasn’t in front of me. I looked around, and then felt the paper fall off my cheek and drift harmlessly onto the table top.
Too late. The notes were gibberish without their context. Professor Crowley was a traditionalist. He didn’t like using digital notes or spoon-feeding information. This made for an active and attentive class, but also meant that I was lost.
“I got most of it,” Treth said.
“Thanks,” I whispered, and smiled faintly. Treth didn’t need to sleep. From whatever incorporeal chamber he resided, he was able to watch everything around me, including these lectures. I just hoped he had been paying attention.
I stood up, collected my things, and left. I felt sticky. The congealed sweat of my exertions was getting too much for even me to bear. Thank the Rifts that the day was over! I needed to get some sleep, right after I finished my history assignment, and right after a shower.
Mercifully, the buses were running on time on the way back home. I lived relatively near to campus, in a residential area called Rondebosch. Well, it used to be residential. The discovery of an untapped weyline led to several magicorp – corporations specialising in magical products and services – building their obnoxious skyscrapers in the historic district.
On the way home, I told Treth to fill me in on the lecture. His interests were pretty focused on monsters and Earth’s development of lawmancy, but he did absorb enough info on other topics to help me. As much as his holier than thou, perpetually heroic and chivalrous attitudes got irritating, I appreciated him.
After the incident with the zombie and the baby-sitting, we got to know each other, as much we could and were willing to do so. Treth was from another world – one much more magical than Earth. While Earth had only been experiencing the onslaught of monsters and the mystery of magic for the past few decades, Treth’s world had been suffering the plague of necromancy and dangers of fantastical beasts for millennia. In his world, he was a knight of an order dedicated to hunting monsters. Then he died. He never said how. I didn’t press. Somehow, after his death, his spirit had travelled through a rift and onto Earth, where it became fettered to me.
We soon learned that while his voice sounded like it was coming from my head, he wasn’t in my head. If anything, he seemed to be an incorporeal and invisible spirit, chained to me. This meant that I still had to speak out loud to him, but also meant he could see what I didn’t – watching my back and keeping watch as I slept.
Together, we had been hunting the undead for over a year. It started small. I was young, after all. I was not sure my parents would have approved. But I wouldn’t have been doing this if they were still around. First thing I did was post a hand-written notice (I didn’t and don’t own a printer) at the local grocery store, advertising my services as an undead slayer.
I had no bites for a long time. Treth was anxious to get hunting, but as I reminded him – I needed money and couldn’t just go tracking down zombies and ghouls wantonly. I needed this to be sustainable – and profits sustained.
Finally, while I was doing some data-entry for Trudie’s dad, just before my first semester started, I received a phone-call. An old lady was convinced that her dog had been taken by ghouls. I doubted that, but the money was good. It would be enough to keep me fed for a few days. And I didn’t really think it was ghouls. She was basically paying me to find her missing dog.
And I was right, it wasn’t ghouls. It was a nightkin.
That had been a hard fight. Treth didn’t know what it was. I had only ever heard about them in passing. It was an undead, but not exactly. It resembled a monkey. But if a monkey’s flesh was made of charcoal, covered in black flame and had eyes of magma. The dog was still alive. Nightkin, I discovered later at the behest of Treth to research the beast, were an undead/spirit hybrid with connections to vampirism. They collected their prey alive, so to feed later. They needed fresh blood and preferred fresh meat, right off the writhing carcass.
Somehow, Treth and I managed to defeat the nightkin. The pay wasn’t worth it, but Treth enjoyed himself. I also couldn’t help but smile when the dog ran up to its owner.
Things sped up after that point. My studies began, and I was on a deadline. While my family had saved up money for my tuition, this was not a stable economy. The investment had since devalued, and I was sitting with enough money to finance a single year of studying.
“That’s enough,” I told Treth. I had already decided I wanted to become a monster hunter.
“It is never enough when it comes to learning. Study comes before the quest. Knowledge is power.”
He was full of adages.
But it motivated me.
After the nightkin, I was allowed to start listing my services on the MonsterSlayer app. That was the real godsend. People started hiring me. First, because I was the cheapest, and because my age was a novelty, but then because I ended up doing a good job. I took almost every job I was hired to do, and I delivered. Typically, delivered heads. Sometimes hands. Mostly pictures, because clients didn’t really like the smell. Neither did I, but as I said, I got used to it.
And Treth was with me every step of the way. The annoying conscience telling me to serve valour and glory, and not just the allure of mammon. But annoying or not, I couldn’t have done it without him… Didn’t mean I had to put up with everything, though. Especially the constant talking over everyone.
But that didn’t mean there weren’t challenges. I was just one girl, trying to take down monsters normally reserved for agencies. And the types of monsters I could handle were not the type that paid well. Sure, I was surviving – but as Trudie constantly pointed out, not in a way that any human should live.
We arrived at the bus-stop and I walked the rest of the way to my apartment. Treth was still regaling me about the lecture. He was putting disproportionate detail into his explanation about the establishment of the Spirit of the Law of Hope City.
Five years after the Cataclysm, when the Vortex Rift opened in Siberia and led to many people gaining The Spark and becoming magic-users, the nation was in turmoil. In everything but name, it had split up into separate states. In the east was the Zulu Empire, ruled by a powerful sorcerous emperor. In the north, was the Goldfield Magicracy, run by a semi-democratic but ultimately oligarchical body of mages. At the southern-most tip, was Hope City. The last bastion of democracy in southern Africa, for all that was worth.
It was bloated. A toothless council with ineffective functions. The best thing it did was occasionally get out of the way.
But it had done one thing right. Five years after the Cataclysm, a group of lawmancers emerged. They were hastily trained – the first of their kind on the planet. Through a system of complex compulsion, purification and divination magic, they formed a literally living constitution to govern Hope City. A document that judged all laws, defended democracy and kept the already swollen city council from getting any fatter. This was the Spirit of the Law.
Treth was truly intrigued by the concept and neglected the main gist of the lecture to describe this topic to me. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and I listened attentively.
Once home, I greeted Alex and showered. Treth was always silent during these times. Despite all this time we had spent together, he still seemed embarrassed. Tentative. In many ways, it was inefficient that he had been linked to a girl. He didn’t seem used to them.
Blessedly clean, at last, I dried my now loose hair with a towel and made my way to the couch. I was still tired, but I had an assignment to write, and then monsters to slay. The constant cycle of my life. Hopefully, I would find time to put sleep in there.
My phone buzzed on the coffee table, where I had left it while I got dressed. Hair finally tied up, I checked it. I almost dropped the phone.
“What is it?” Treth asked.
“The…” I had to stop to calm down. The excitement was overwhelming. “The new Warpwars novel is out!”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s a series that has been on hold since I was in high school.”
The speed of my dressing increased tenfold.
“What’s so great about it?”
“Well, amazing characters, amazing world-building, high-stakes action…” I said, as if it was obvious.
I put on my black leather jacket, the one I use for low-power undead hunts and checked Alex’s food.
“You’re going to go buy it now, aren’t you?”
“I’ve been waiting for it for years, Treth.”
“You’ll spend money on some frivolous fiction, but not on a decent weapon?”
I didn’t respond. I gave Alex a final pet and locked my apartment behind me.
Treth sighed as I walked to the mall.
 



Chapter 5. Shopping



Despite Treth’s protestations, I found myself at the entrance of the Riverstone Mall in Old Rondebosch. It was home to my favourite non-magical book store and my one-spot stop for all my grocery and entertainment needs. My friend, Pranish, worked there part-time, which got me all the super-secret release details long before other readers. It was Pranish who had sent me the message, telling me that Warpwars was now selling at his bookstore, without any official announcement from the author or his marketing team. Hopefully, I would beat any ensuing queues due to my inside knowledge.
“You have hardly enough time to study,” Treth said, still pleading for me to reconsider my purchase. “When do you think you will find time to read this?”
“I’ll make time.”
Upon entering Riverstone Mall, my hair stood on end and goose bumps covered my arms. The air was cold. And while I could hear the traffic on the street and the chatter of people throughout the building, I had the feeling of an unnatural silence. As if something was muffling the sounds of life, obscuring it and attempting to make it as dead as it was. It was a pseudo-silence and it unnerved even me, and I hunt monsters for a living!
“I feel something,” Treth said. His voice didn’t sound normal. It was no longer haughty and self-assured. It had become tremulous. I imagined a deer considering running away from the headlights of a car. “It feels familiar.”
“Anything familiar to you isn’t something I want to face unprepared. Should I go back and get my sword?”
“No…” Treth considered. “This is not something that falls to steel. Go on.”
“I thought you didn’t want me to buy the book,” I tried to chide him.
Treth grunted in reply.
I proceeded through the mall. Other customers were not acting out of the ordinary. They chatted, and they shopped. Old Rondebosch was located within the safer parts of Hope City. Its people felt protected from the big bad monsters of the slums and overrun districts. That is, until a rift opened in their backyard – and then they’d hopefully call me. But until then, they were content with their lives, benefitting from the boons of the Rifts and the clean weylines that the agencies and people like me helped protect.
My uneasiness grew as I trod deeper into the mall. It felt dark, despite the bright lights flooding the white-tiled floors. And the quiet that was not, continued to deepen.
And then, I heard screams.
Before I knew it, I was running. Joining the screams were shouts, bangs, crashing, smashing and the cacophony of wanton destruction.
A horrific thought crossed my mind:
Pranish!
As I feared, the sounds were coming from the Riverstone Book Shoppe. The place where my friend worked, and which contained Warpwars.
A crowd of onlookers had gathered around the entrance to the shop. Many covered their mouths with their hands in shock. I noticed wet marks on the pants of many. Must have been a hell of a fright. The deeper, bitterer side of me didn’t think it would even have to be. So many of my fellow Hope City-dwellers were cowards. They just didn’t know it. They’d never had to face anything to clarify it.
The lights in the shop were flickering, as if deranged. I heard bangs. The crash and snap of furniture.
I pushed my way to the front of the crowd. Many were too shocked to care. From the front, I saw a storm of books, paper, bookshelves and other debris being flung in a veritable cyclone. A wave hit me. Like a gust of wind, but a wind made out of torment.
“Pranish!” I shouted.
I heard muffled cries from within.
“He’s still in there,” one of the onlookers said, sweat pouring down his pale face.
“Shit,” I whispered.
This wasn’t my forte. I hunted undead. Sometimes, lesser vampires. This was a spirit, and seemingly a powerful one. Neither Treth nor I had much experience with spirits – despite Treth, in all likelihood, being one. Spirits were different. You couldn’t just stab them to death. Most of the time, steel just passed right through them. Had to use enchanted weapons, or silver. But even then, many incorporeal spirits didn’t care.
I was no exorcist.
But…
My friend was in danger.
I advanced. Some people cried out, but nobody came closer to stop me.
“It’s going to be dangerous, Kat.”
“And?”
“Let’s go.”
I stopped involuntarily at the threshold of the shop – the line separating open mall and the book shop within. A force field of palpable unease barred me.
I wracked my brain for all the info I had on spirits. Flinging stuff around. Feelings of unease. I looked within the store and saw no obvious signs of a monster, besides the hurricane of literature.
“A poltergeist. It has to be,” I offered.
“I think you’re right, but there’s something else…” Treth hesitated. “It feels familiar.”
I gazed through the tumultuous floating and flying debris before me to see if I could find Pranish. I could not.
“You’re a spirit. It’s a spirit. Mingle.”
I felt Treth shake his head. “My recognition is faded, but memories are coming back…”
“Kat?!” I heard a voice shout through the buffeting spirit-wrought tempest.
“Pranish?”
“Help!”
Barrier or no barrier, I stepped forward, breaking into a run. I needed to find Pranish and get out of here – maybe retrieve a copy of Warpwars while I was at it. The initial resistance of the threshold gave way, and I popped out onto the other side. If there was a fake silence outside, then this was where all the sound had been stolen. Screams, pops, bangs, the whistling of wind…sounds that belonged and sounds that did not, all cooped up in the bubble of this shop.
I ducked, narrowly missing a hard-cover, and looked around hastily for my friend.
“Up here!”
I looked up. Pranish was glued to the roof. His fingers were an icy blue. He must have tried to cast a spell out of sheer desperation. Pranish was a sorcerer, with a natural affinity for cryomancy. By natural affinity, I mean that it was the only element he could conjure – and badly. His powers were typically restrained to making ice cubes.
I examined my friend closely. Nothing seemed to be holding him up. It was as if invisible shackles chained him to the ceiling.
This was going to be tougher than I thought.
And then I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head.
When my eyes opened, I was looking down at the floor, the mosh pit of debris now below me. I couldn’t move my head to look around. My arms were splayed to my sides, with my legs together. It was not comfortable.
“Well, shit…”
Pranish didn’t speak.
“Pranish?”
He must have passed out – I hoped. Poltergeists were not the most dangerous spirits, I had heard. But what did I know? If it wasn’t rotting, then it wasn’t in my area of expertise.
“I sense great anger in this spirit,” Treth said.
Duh, I wanted to reply.
“I…I think I know it. Kat, repeat what I say.”
Out of ideas, I did so:
“Gorgo,” I began, shouting Treth’s words over the cacophony. His voice sounded sad. I could not help but echo the sentiment, as if acting off a script. “It’s me, Treth.”
The tempest seemed to calm. The cyclone of books slowed to a hover.
“I don’t know what happened to you back home, Gorgo, but you must be strong. You were the greatest cleric at the monastery. My best friend. Don’t let yourself be consumed by the ruinous powers. You are better than being a spirit. Fight it. Reclaim the light.”
The books slowed. Some debris fell soundlessly to the hard-carpeted floors. The discord ceased. I breathed a sigh, and then everything exploded again – a gush of torment surpassing the one before.
“I think you made it angry,” I shouted.
“She is too far gone.”
“Who is she?” I cried louder, to rise over the din below.
“A friend. She was a cleric at the monastery where I lived. She…was sacrificed….to feed a lich’s ritual. It must have driven her spirit mad. Sullied by dark magic, her soul cannot move on. It writhes in torment.”
Treth paused and whispered. “Oh gods, why Gorgo?”
I didn’t respond. I could not. That was Treth’s trauma. I couldn’t begin to understand it.
Or could I?
I did not know what happened to Treth, but I now knew what happened to Gorgo. It was something I knew all too well. The hatred, the loathing, the fear and trauma. The cold stone table. The undead all around. A necromancer, more monster than man, thinking they had the right to my life.
I understood.
“Gorgo. This is Kat. Not Treth.”
It was faint, but the storm seemed to calm, as if the poltergeist was listening.
“I know what it’s like to be scared. To be in a place where all you know is terror. I may not know exactly what you went through. I never could. But I know that we all have memories. And we both have memories of what the dark has done to us. And I know that every second of my life, I want to scream. I want to cry. I know that I’m angry. With all these feelings, I want to give up. To let despair take me. To embrace torment. But I cannot, Gorgo. ‘Cause then it wins.”
The storm was visibly waning. I felt an invisible presence before me, as if the incorporeal Gorgo was staring into my eyes.
“You let the memories rule you, and you have truly lost. And for all they have done to us, we can’t let them win.”
I fell slowly to the ground, landing on a pile of soft-covers and torn papers. All the debris fell, calmly. None so fast that the fragile material could break. Pranish awoke as he was slowly lowered, looking around like a lost puppy.
The winds focused, and sucked into the centre of the room, and then glowed. A warm, light-blue glow. Tranquil. It floated wisp-like to me, where I still sat precariously on the books.
“Can Treth hear me?” it said, a woman’s voice, reverberating as if being transmitted from another world.
I nodded.
“You were a moron, Treth,” Gorgo said, “But I miss you.”
She disappeared.
Despite the pain in my haunches, and the bruises on my arms where I had been pelted by books during my brief unconsciousness, I stood. I waved my arms as I almost slipped on some books but managed to get off the pile. Pranish had awoken, and was looking at me, a hint of awe.
I limped to the back of the store and picked up a book. Its spine was only slightly scuffed. I limped back to the front, Pranish’s eyes following me the entire way.
I placed a crumpled ball of notes on the cashier counter, and then I left. The crowd stared, as I limped, book in arm. They parted like the Red Sea, and watched as my back shrunk further and further away.
 



I hope you enjoyed the story! Don’t worry, there is more coming. I am currently writing a six-book (initially) series continuing where this left off.
I want to know what you though! Please email your thoughts to info@nicholaswoode-smith.com
Lastly, I want you to help me write the series. Make sure you are a member of the mailing list and keep up to date with the development of the series. Please send me your feedback and ideas.
And stay tuned – even though the series will be simultaneously released in mid-2019, I will be posting world building and character related posts, memes and content before then.
I look forward to having you as a long-time reader for this great upcoming series.
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