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    As always I dedicate this book to my every patient husband, who without his love and support I would not have become an author.

To my readers, you make it all worth while.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Keepers: human beings brought for the world of their death to another. They are given a choice, drink and become Keepers, those who fight demons or go back to the darkness between lives.

Those who drink from the chalice offered are sent back to death. Those who do either are changed or they die. Only those brave enough or desperate enough drink from the chalice.
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There are romantic and sexual themes in this novel and it is not meant for those under the age of eighteen or whatever legal age is in your country. I have other fantasy novels that are sex free. Try them instead. 

I in no way condone sexual assault of any kind. If you are a victim of sexual assault either in the work place or elsewhere please contact your local authorities, medical professionals and please find someone to talk to. Sexual assault is no joke and has long term effects on your personal mental health. There are many crisis hot lines who will find you someone to talk to and legal help if necessary.

There is also fantasy violence in this book. Adventure tales set in fantasy worlds commonly have sword and magic fights. The characters take and deal damage that can be hard for the more sensitive readers.

This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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AI and my work
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This is a work of original fiction. It was written by a real person, not an AI. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This book is inspired by a game world and this author in no way claims any part of that world. I have changed names, places and themes to match my story. Fiction is inspired by the many things in the life of the author. I am a reader, a music lover and a gamer. Sometimes a game will inspire me to write and I do my best not to take anything other than inspiration from the worlds the game makers let us explore.

The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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[image: ]




“Drink and your fate is sealed. The vow you speak will guarantee that the life you now live will have purpose and meaning. If you refuse you will return to the afterlife that we pulled you from.” The Keeper, a man named Duncan, spoke in tones that seemed to echo in the quiet clearing. In one hand he had a chalice, in the other his sword. This was the moment of truth. Drink and change or don't and die is what he was telling them.

Katherine looked at the three others who stood in a loose circle around her. It had been a week since she woke on the bare stones of the plateau above this clearing. In that time she had learned that she could fight, that she was allowed, no expected to strike back at those who attacked her and she learned just why they had been dragged from the afterlife. She had an instinctual ability to use twinned blades, something that in her past life had not even been an option and that she was encouraged to use them was just the mildest of the changes.

She remembered all too well her life before she woke here. Remembered the women who had died around her in a dark basement and the feeling of helplessness that came from not being able to stop what one crazy man had been doing. The fact that in less than a week she had gone from never holding a blade to being able to parry, block and strike with one was still amazing to her. She took a longer look at the three men who had awoken the same day as she did. They were a mixed bag for sure, men that in the past she would have done her best to run from, back when she had been a scared rabbit of a woman.

Terry was tall, broad and had a swagger that had to have done him good in the past. He was nothing like the last man Katherine had dealt with even though they had a lot in common physically. A first glimpse he looked like one of the bullies you would find in high school. He looked like the football jock who would pick on the nerdy girl she had once been but he turned out to be kind, straight forward and honest. He had taken to the great sword like it was his lover. He cradled it in his sleep and she expected he would take it to bed instead of a woman if he had a choice. After he adjusted to waking up in another world he took a long look at her and he spoke with gentle tones and did his best to give her the space she needed. It had helped her to step out from the shadows she had automatically sunk into.

Richard was dark, swarthy of skin and quiet of personality. He had been dressed in leather and jeans with chains hanging all over when they woke. His eyes seemed to see through you and not like what he saw. He too realized without a word that Katherine needed space. His aim with a bow was more than astonishing to a woman who had loved fantasy books and movies. He could have been a hero out of myths with his dashing good looks and eager smile. He had understood without her telling him that she had been through something dark. He had done his best to not make her feel cornered after the first night. In fact he had moved between her and the other men on instinct, quietly asking if she was okay. It confused her and endeared him to her. He could become a real friend, if the gods here let him.

Then there was Mark, slender, jittery and somehow able to use magic. He talked, a lot. Asking, no demanding answers to his questions from all around him. When he first woke he had thrown lightning from his fingers before cursing a blue streak, then laughing like a madman. He was the one out of the three young men who woke on the same plateau as she did who gave her a look that was a mix of disgust and hunger. He covered it up quickly but Katherine knew that look and she stayed as far from him as she could.

Duncan, the man who had summoned them, had told them just why they were there once the shock wore off. He tested them for a week before taking them down to the clearing. He called it testing but it felt more like training. A week of lessons and quiet discussions around a fire felt like he was giving them time to adjust. As if he knew all too well how odd it was to wake up after dying. When they all woke to a bright and sunny morning a week later he led them off the plateau to a clearing in the woods. The clearing held clothes and armor from this world. “Once this day is through the real work begins.”

He waited for them to settle down, change into the clothing and then stood before them, holding out the chalice. It was filled with a mix of blood, wine and herbs and they were expected to drink it. Katherine's stomach was queasy at the thought of doing so, but like everything since she woke she knew she didn't really have a choice. Duncan had made it a point to take her aside each night and tell her just what was going on and what would be expected of her. His demeanor with her was a mix of what you would expect from a father and a teacher. While he would be harsh with the men, he used a softer tone with her as if trying to coax her out of the fearful shell that surrounded her. Like he knew of how she had lived and died not so long ago. This world was very different from her home in many things but he made sure she knew that fighting back was allowed, no it was encouraged. He told her that once she took the vow no man could do to her what she had died from. Of the four of them she knew she had a better understanding of what was going to happen. After all she was a fan of fantasy in her youth and being grabbed up like some destined hero was easier to understand than that this was her afterlife. Not that she could think of herself as a hero. She was just not that pure.

She nodded to Duncan expecting to be the first to drink from the cup. Duncan shook his head slightly before turning to the first of the men. Richard took the cup with a grimace then took a deep swallow of the fluid. When he bent over, groaning in pain Duncan took the chalice and had Terry drink. He too bent over, his hands to his head before falling to his knees. 

Mark took the chalice and tossed back a mouthful like it was nothing, lifting his brows in surprise before he turned to Katherine and handed her the cup. “Tastes like moonshine.” He didn't seem to have an adverse reaction to the concoction; in fact he had a grin on his face, like he couldn't wait to see her reaction.

Katherine looked to Duncan before taking her own mouthful of the brew. It did not taste of moonshine. It tasted of blood, iron and something she couldn't quite place. She managed to hand the chalice to Duncan as her stomach clenched and she dropped to her knees. Voices roared in her ears, so loud that she put her hands to her head in reflex. Images flooded her of battles, demons and then surprisingly of a tall, white haired elf. She clutched onto the only sane seeming image before she bent forward and gagged up everything she had eaten in the past week. She could just see out of the corner of her eyes that both Terry and Richard were also retching up that morning's breakfast.

“Damn Duncan, what the hell?” She coughed and then looked up to see his eyes glowing as he faced Mark. Her head felt over full and he had told her nothing about getting visions. She winced as the voices in her head grew louder before they faded away.

“Oh this is amazing!” The street punk turned mage lifted his hands and let out a laugh that chilled Katherine to the bones. The lightning he had woken with wreathed his body. Before he drank it had been a clean clear white but now it was a mix of blood red and a sickly green. He turned toward his companions and grinned. “We can do anything we want now. We can run this place!”

Katherine hissed as her head exploded in pain. Her instincts were telling her to stop him that her short time companion had gone to the dark side. Her hands started to burn and she shook them, trying to figure out why.

“No, boy, you cannot. You were brought here to fight demons to save the innocents.” Duncan held his large blade before him and set himself in a stance that Katherine recognized. He was preparing to battle. The voices in her head told her that the other men too were ready for a fight. The loudest voice though was Mark's and he was filled with glee and plans to use the power he gained to get everything he had been told he could not have, starting with her. Why could she hear his thoughts? She slowly started to stand, swallowing repeatedly at the thoughts that felt like they were being pressed against her skin.

Terry stood slowly, his blade naked in his hand and looking like some kind of hero with the sunlight behind him. He had really taken to the idea that this was a second chance, a way to make up for mistakes made in the last life. “Come on, you know we are here to redeem ourselves. Back off on the villain vibe.” The tall, former football quarterback practically glowed in the morning sunlight. It was like he had pulled the light around him as if it was a cloak. His thoughts inside Katherine's head were hopeful and kind, like he knew that the light he had would save the day.

He walked toward the man who had been reborn a mage, one hand held out before him. Terry looked as if he thought simple words would bring the mage back from what he planned. Katherine wanted to tell him to stay back but she found herself unable to speak. She knew what would happen but she couldn't move, just standing was hard enough. Terry reached out to place a hand on Mark's shoulder with the smile one friend would give another. “You're scaring Katherine, stop...”

Mark sneered and threw his lightning into the face of the tall warrior. Terry dodged but the lightning swung back around and struck him in the back. The mage laughed as he poured more power into the lightning, letting it dance around the former football hero. “Yeah, die hero. You have won enough times.” Katherine watched as Terry's body arched, his bones clear as the magic ate through him. Within moments the tall and kind warrior was a smoking corpse. She let out a gasp as she felt him die. It tore through her like a wave. She knew all the things he didn't get a chance to tell them; about how he had died in his last life saving a girl from drunk with a knife. She felt tears slide down her cheeks and let out a sob. She barely knew him but it was like he took a little part of her with him when he died. Little did she know that it would be like this every time someone she knew died before her.

Death was the same here as it was back home. It was cruel, random and took those who were good and kind. For the past week she had been just observing, slowly learning to trust those that she was to be bound to.  Why would the gods to make her come to like people, make friends again only to see them die before her while she stood by doing nothing? She felt something building inside her at what she thought of as an injustice.

Katherine started to back away from the circle of men, as she did she looked toward the archer and saw he too had his weapon in his hands. “Mark! Stop this,” he grimaced as the body of Terry hit the ground, a smoking pile of blood and bone. He let his first arrow fly as he too dodged a bolt of lightning. He managed to get a tree between it and him, or he too would have been a smoking corpse on the ground. The arrow flew true but Mark stopped it with his hand, catching it in midair. 

“No one is going to tell me what to do ever again.” He threw the broken arrow to the ground and licked his lips, his eyes going to Katherine. There was deep laughter and as Katherine watched the mage transformed. One minute he had the face that had become familiar and then next he looked like a mix between a human and a monster. Growths of some kind of crystal covered his skin, his body elongating and growing to twice his normal height. “Why should we protect the fools of this world? The idiot there gave us the power to do what we want. No more will anyone tell me that I can't do something.” The once good looking face turned toward Katherine. “And after I kill these oh so righteous assholes I am going to have some fun with you, pretty Katherine. I know you are a good ride. Heard all about you before we came here.” His grin reminded her eerily of the last man she had dealt with in her last life. “Donald certainly didn't manage to say just how hot you were.”

Katherine froze for a moment as his words sunk in. The four of them were supposed to have been from different places. How the hell could he know about her? The four of them were all from the same part of the country before their rebirth here it was true but Hartford was over a hundred miles from Manchester. She had lived a very quiet life and the last part of her life she lived in the dark because of a single man who decided to keep her locked in a basement. She had foolishly let a pretty face and smooth talk make her drop her guard one night at the local bar. She had gone there to meet her friends during a convention and enjoy the first warm days of spring. She woke later in a room, chained up with those friends lined up along the wall with her. How the hell he managed to take five women, drug them, take them out of the bar to his specially decked out dungeon she had no idea. Not that that mattered any longer. What did was that he had told this creep about her.

The idea that this creature knew about her and had somehow managed to hide it when they all talked really shouldn't have surprised her. His tone, his words and more the dark energy that seemed to coat him snapped her out of her fear response. No longer the shy young woman who paid a terrible price for being trusting, she shook her head as something snapped inside her. She felt righteous anger fill her and taking a deep breath, straightened her back and narrowed her eyes. “You can try.” Her words were more a whisper than audible but the mage just grinned wider.

It was true that Donald had left the house from time to time, saying he had to keep up the front of a normal man. He would leave the women in his special basement alone for days at a time. So he talked about her when he was off doing whatever it was that paid for the house and his toys? You would think a kidnapper and criminal would keep his mouth shut about his little hobby. For just a moment she wondered if he bragged about the others to this piece of shit too. She couldn't say just how long she had been in that basement but one by one her friends died as she watched. She was the last of them to go down under his fists.

Katherine slowly stepped forward, a blade in one hand and took a deep breath. There was a pressure building in her. She held up her other hand and let out a quick breath. In that moment purple flames wreathed her fist. It burned but she ignored it. She wasn't going to let another man use her or kill those she called friend. “I don't care what you think you know; no one is going to control me again.”

She flung out her hand before charging toward her former companion. They had only known each other a week but that had been enough to come to like Terry. The honest man had been a hero in his past life. While she hadn't told them her story, he knew that she had secrets that he told her didn't matter. They had worked out the stories they would tell those who asked about their pasts together, he, Richard and her had come up with something that Duncan had approved of. Now he would not get to be a hero like he should be because of one dumb punk who was not worthy of the second chance he had been given. Purple flames flew from her hand to wreath about the creature and it let out a surprised bellow of pain when they did. 

It took Richard, Duncan and herself to finally put down her former companion. When they finally stood over the rapidly dissolving body Duncan sighed. “They chose wrong with this one.” He looked to his two remaining students. “Let this be a harsh lesson to you both. Strong emotions like greed, lust and rage can change you into an abomination. The demon blood you drank will give you great power and abilities well beyond the norm in this world, but it comes with a downside. If you give in to those darker emotions you will become stronger than the demons that you are here to fight.” His eyes went to her and she nodded, swallowing. “I will teach you how to control the urges that will come on you now.”

The following months taught her just how life was different here. Richard lasted only a short month before a lust demon killed him during a battle to save a small town. He didn't turn like Mark had, no he allowed the creature who looked like every teenage boy's wet dream get close to him where his arrows were little threat. He realized too late that the bar maid that was hitting on him was a demon in a human dress. At least he died quick was all Katherine could think in the aftermath. He had been becoming a close friend, he had always had her back. He too took something from her when he died and Duncan let her cry out the loss enfolded in his arms. “Time will soften the loss, little sister. There will be many as the years move forward, friends and even lovers will die in the war we fight.”

Katherine didn't want to think of lovers or friends. She wanted to find a way to ease the pain in her head and chest. “Why me? Why did you pick me?”

“I did not pick any of you, little sister. The gods did, they saw something in you and have given you a chance to become the woman you were meant to be.”

The big Keeper and his last apprentice spent months discussing the gods of this world, choice and how it was the heart inside and the spirit that mattered more than the form or the history of a Keeper. As they traveled Duncan taught her more than how to fight, he taught her that she could make a difference. Most importantly he taught her how to deal with the knowledge that flooded her from all around, how to shield her mind and her heart from the information overload that came with being a Keeper. He explained that given time and patience she would be able to filter and ignore most of what was bombarding her whenever they drew near to the villages and towns. 

In time she did in fact learn how to block all but the important things that rushed at her. Knowing the dark thoughts of a bar keep who was just tired of his customers could be ignored. Knowing the depth of depravity of someone who was walking with a demon inside was important and it was one way that Keepers survived those encounters. Katherine found that filtering the information overload that came with being a Keeper was the second real test of her new life. It could be overwhelming but with time the voices grew quiet.

The first real test though was of course had been was she able to take a life before her. Coming from a world were killing was something held at least an arm's distance away meant that even the meat she had eaten was packaged neatly with no real resemblance to the animal it had once been. Now, she had learned to hunt, with a lot of squeamish moments the first time. It was learn or starve. After fighting and helping to kill Mark, animals were easier, but it would take a long time before watching the light leave a pair of eyes would not give her the shudders.

Duncan gave her the time she needed to grow the callus on hands and soul that she would need. She would never stop feeling sad at each death, but she would learn that some beings needed to be excised from life like a cancer, to save others. It was that thought that let her deal death. Those who walked with demons were a cancer and needed to be removed.

He introduced her to the other races of her new world and those moments were something she held close. This world had humans of course but it also had elves, dwarves and giant beings that looked like Minotaurs but went by the race name of the Min. The lessons on how the races interacted and thought of themselves and others were some of the calmest part of the days that followed.
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After the death of two thirds of his trainees Duncan did not call on more spirits to become Keepers. He told her around the fire during a moonless night that he had been doing the gods bidding for decades. He too felt the loss of his apprentices and he couldn't take their deaths any longer. Instead he focused on training his final apprentice as he called her, teaching her lessons on how fight with blades, to use her new power and how to deal with the anger that filled her. He taught her how to put a shield between her mind and the death around her.

Dying as she had in the world of her birth she was filled with a rage that had to be fought from day to day. All the days in the dark, being treated like a toy had changed something deep inside her. Before that fateful night she had been a calm, shy woman who had a smile for most. Now there was a burning ember in her gut, a rage that her life and those of her friends had meant nothing in the long run. That they had all died yet the man who killed them was still out there somewhere, living his happy little killer dreams was more than wrong to her. If she let herself remember, to think about what had been done, that ember grew bigger, hotter and made her make mistakes.

Duncan told her that letting her anger take her over would turn her into a rage demon, one of a dozen types of demons that they would fight. He said that some of the demons they fought had once been human, both from this world and the one they had come from. Keepers did fall into the thrall of the demons, it was rare but it happened. The strong negative emotions had to be controlled or those who came to this world would become the monsters they fought. Those emotions gave the demons a way into a soul. You didn't need to be willing when they took over and that scared her. She paid attention to his lessons and found a place of calm inside that allowed her to get past the pain of her past. It wasn't easy, especially when random men still tried to get under her skin. The insults they threw at her were bad enough but having to hold back from killing any fool who thought a woman was to be used as they saw fit taught her fine control on just how much force she could exert on a joint before breaking it. Those men didn't know how close they came to dying horribly if not for the presence of her mentor.

When the demons rose in Leland they had been only a day's travel away. A messenger bird had come at dawn begging for help and Duncan led her to the first large city she had seen here. It must have been beautiful once, but when they arrived the place was on fire and there was blood and corpses all over. They dove into the fight, doing their best to shepherd innocent civilians to safety between cutting down demons. The battle there was long, hard and the final test for her she later learned. Duncan fought at Katherine's side, watching her reactions, after months of travel he needed to be sure she could handle the madness of a true battle. If she could keep her temper under control then she could be trusted. The City of Leland, the once capital of the west, was overrun by demons and for the first time she saw other Keepers in battle. By the end of that fight she knew just what she was capable of and saw other Keepers die. She barely got to talk to them before the first wave struck. Fear was the first emotion that she felt, but she had learned enough to know it was coming from outside. Fear demons were the ground troops of an invasion planned by a circle of blood mages. They wanted to take over the city and would use any method they could.

Katherine and Duncan fought their battle far from the center of the city. Getting knocked out by random rock thrown by someone who thought they were coming to kill them had been embarrassing but it meant she and Duncan survived the battle. He was tending her when the Arch demon fought with a circle of Keepers. By the time she came to the fight was over and Duncan took her from the remains of the city. He would later tell her that he was unsure of the survivors from the fall of the city. She didn't argue that they should stay and help the clean up. The demons as far as her senses could tell, were defeated. It was the humans left who were fighting over the scraps that were left. While their swords could have helped settle things, it was not their duty to do so. The living had to decide for themselves how the city would be ruled.
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