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Prologue

I am angry.

It’s part of my curse. I am always angry. I reach for happiness, but a persistent, low-level anger keeps undermining my joy. I’ve been this way ever since I died. Hatred defines a Demon’s existence. When you die, you witness the moment you died. At first, you don’t understand what’s happening. You aren’t even aware you’re dead. What you know is that what you see makes you furious. You learn what happened to you. You find out that everyone you ever loved stabbed you in the back, sometimes literally. You hate them for it. You want to get revenge. It consumes you.

Unfortunately, you’re not allowed to act on this anger. Instead, you’re forced to listen to this know-it-all Guide that doesn’t understand your experiences, tell you that everything you’re doing is wrong. This makes you angrier. You spend an entire decade having someone berate you for your natural instincts. The anger grows.

You get your chance at revenge. You practice with the smaller players. First, it’s the father of your wife who bald-faced lied to you about your wife’s indiscretion. He was protective of his money. All you needed to do was send an armed mugger his way. When the mugger demanded his wallet, he refused. He died in a gutter, bleeding from a stab wound to the gut.

You’d think that getting revenge would dull the anger. It doesn’t.

You get more creative. Next, you target the man who defiled your wife. The man who moved into your house after you died and replaced you. Killing him is not enough. He deserves worse than that. He is your best friend. You know his secrets, his failings. He can’t help himself when gambling is involved, despite lacking funds. You convince him to risk everything. Just one more roll. It doesn’t matter if he wins or loses. His luck will run out. Of course it does. His creditors disapprove. Out in an alley, you have them beat him within an inch of his life. They demand everything of value. When that isn’t enough, you have them take his tongue. Too embarrassed to go home or seek help, the wound festers. The infection makes its way to his brain. He spends his last few moments convulsing on the ground, pus and blood spewing from his mouth.

The anger grows. The target you want is alive. She’ll have to wait. She took away everything you love. You will return the favor.

Next comes the boy. You raised him for eight years, believing he was yours. You were proud of him. He was the greatest accomplishment of your life. Everything fell apart when you discovered he was a pawn in the web of deceit that defined your life. You’re sorry for him at first. It wasn’t his fault that his mother was a fucking whore. But she loves him more than anything. The best way to her is through him. Luckily, children are stupid. Even more so when they’re teenagers. They’re always trying to prove themselves, and they’ll do anything if they think their reputation is on the line.

Your son... excuse me... the bastard child of your wife, loved to ride his horse. He would race the other boys in his school. His mother didn’t approve, but her disparaging only fueled his urge. It didn’t hurt that you encouraged him the whole way. He always lost to one particular boy. He seized the chance to race, seeking a win this time. You tell him he needs to push his horse harder than he’s ever pushed it before. He needs to ride faster. It works. He pulls out to an early lead. He doesn’t let up. The circuit they run heads through a forest. A familiar race route now features a fallen tree near a bend. You spur him on. He continues to race faster and faster. Then he hits the turn. The horse spooks, as the fickle creatures are wont to do. It comes to a quick halt, much quicker than the boy riding it can do. The boy falls from his horse, striking a tree head-on. The spooked horse runs away through the forest. The boy is unconscious, lying in the middle of the path. The boy racing him can easily jump the fallen tree. As the horse leaps, the boy riding it spots the other boy on the path, but by then it’s too late. The horse’s left rear hoof comes crashing down on the boy’s neck, severing his spinal cord. Again, this does not kill him. They rushed the boy home and called the doctor. There is nothing that can be done.

The boy remains bedridden, unable to move any of his extremities. He begs for death. Every waking hour of every day, his calls ring out through the empty halls of his mother’s home. Empty, save for his mother. You nag her every day. “Don’t you know your son is suffering? Every additional second of his life is another second of agony. Do it. Give in to his demands. It’s an act of love, of unselfishness. He doesn’t want to live anymore. The only reason he’s still here is because you refuse to end his pain. You keep him in misery for your own selfish needs. Give him the release he desires.” There’s a limit to the amount of torment a human mind can endure. One night she sneaks away to his room. He is sound asleep. As she cries, she pulls a knife from the pocket of her apron. She knows how to kill using a blade. She’s had practice. She hovers the blade over the boy’s heart. The tears run faster. She lifts the blade... then returns it to her apron. She turns toward the door. “Please,” a hoarse voice says from the bed. “Please, Mother. It hurts so much. I can’t bear it anymore.” She turns around. Tears fill the boy’s eyes. “Please.” Without another moment of hesitation, she stabs the boy through the heart. She wails into the sheets on the bed. A smile crosses the boy’s face. “Thank you,” he says, and with a last gasp, he quits breathing.

You feel proud of your accomplishment, but the anger doesn’t die. It intensifies even more. There is one last person to kill. After that, your revenge will be complete.

You’ve already set up this cheating murderer. She has had to suffer the loss of everyone of any importance to her. She is alone. She has nothing left to live for. She just needs one little push. She raises her head from the blood and tear soaked sheets. “That’s it,” you tell her. “Take the knife. You killed your defenseless son. You escaped justice for your husband’s murder; however, you cannot blame anyone else for this. This has a single solution. You have nothing to live for. No one else on this planet will care. Grab the knife and end your own suffering the same as you did your son’s.” She grabs the knife and pulls it from her son’s chest. His blood, still warm, drips off the tip and adds a few more stains to the white sheet. She turns the knife toward her own chest. “Do it. End your pain.” With a quick thrust, the knife is hilt deep in her own chest. Her body sags and bends over face down on the bed, appearing like she is continuing to weep for her dead son. She too exhales one last time.

Your revenge is complete. It’s exactly as expected. However, you do not feel any less angry. Your anger intensifies; no one is blameless. Everyone has sinned, and everyone deserves to die. That is why you are here. You are the embodiment of karma. You are here to deliver retribution. You’ll relish their suffering, every agonizing moment, but the fire of your anger will refuse to be extinguished. Your rage will burn eternally, consuming every second.


Chapter 1

Her eyes are wide. She's not strong enough. She tries to fight back, but the strength of her attacker is too much to overcome. She's backed into a corner. There's nowhere else for her to run. The blows keep coming. Large red welts cover her arms as she tries to protect her face.

“You cheating whore!” the man shouts at her as his fist connects with her jaw. “How could you do this to me?” He kicks her in the gut. I just watch and smile. This is turning out much better than I had planned.

I swirl into the future. To where the woman dies. She is lying on the bed. The man who was beating her has his hands around her neck. Her skin is a pale blue. We’re still perfectly on schedule.

I swirl back to the present.

“Why did you do it, Cheryl?”

“I’m sorry, I...” She’s interrupted by a slap to the face.

“Don’t you fucking tell me you’re sorry. I don’t care if you’re sorry.”

“I didn’t mean for it to happen.” Another slap to the face.

“You goddamn liar. You knew what you were doing. You’re just a slut. You’ll open your legs for any random prick.”

“I still love you...” That comment gets a punch.

“You don’t give two shits about me!”

He grabs her by the hair, lifts her up from the ground and throws her on the bed. He rips open her blouse. “Since you always seem to be open for business. I guess I should take my turn, too.”

“Please Carl, don’t.” She gets another slap across the face.

“That’s what you always say. Now I know it’s because you’re too tired from banging every other man on the planet.”

“I’m sorry...” Cheryl's words turn into a gag as Carl wraps both his hands around Cheryl’s neck. 
 “You won’t be fucking any other men. You’ve cheated on me for the last time.”

Cheryl grabs Carl’s wrists. It looks like she’s trying to push him away, but her arms quickly flop back onto the bed. She has no strength left.

“Good,” I say. “Just give it up. There’s nothing you can do. There is no one who can save you now.”

I hear a loud noise out in the other room. What could that be? A police officer forcefully opens the door to the bedroom and aims his gun at Carl. “Get on the ground!” he orders.

No! This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen. I swirl into the future again. Once again, I go to witness Cheryl’s death. She is lying on a hospital bed. Her hair is white, she looks extremely old. Several people stand around her bed crying. No, no, no! Fucking Observers! They always fucking fuck things up!

I swirl back to the present. The Police officer has Carl pinned to the ground and is putting handcuffs on him. Another officer is checking on Cheryl. She’s not responding, but I know that she’s not dead. I know she will survive this. Damnit!

“Okay,” I shout to no one in particular. “If you did this, show yourself so I can kill you! You’ll wish you never met me.”

“I regret meeting you every time I see you,” a familiar voice says behind me.

“Fuck you, Frank!” I say, turning around to face that smug bastard.

“Good to see you too,” He says without a hint of sarcasm. “I still find it weird that only you and Rebekkah still call me Frank. I don’t mind, it just seems weird.”

“I like Frank better than James, because I killed Frank.”

“Ah, I get it. As long as you think of me as Frank, you feel as if I am someone you have dominion over. You took something precious of mine from me, so, therefore, you are better. Very interesting.”

“Cut the crap. Did you do this?” I ask, gesturing at the cop who is leading Carl out of the house.

“Of course I did. I kind of have a pet peeve with domestic violence.”

“How’d you do anything so quickly? This was all but set in stone.”

“The future is never set in stone until it becomes the past.”

“You sound like a Guide, spouting off those ridiculous cliches.”

Frank chuckles, “I guess Michael is rubbing off on me more than I thought.”

“Forget it. How’d you do it?”

“Through him,” Frank says as he points out the door of the bedroom.

I move over to look at what he’s talking about. There in the bedroom across the hallway is a small boy, probably no older than twelve, standing there with a cell phone clutched in his hand. He’s talking with the police officers.

“No one ever thinks that children can make a difference,” Frank says. “That’s why they’re usually the best people to choose to make a subtle difference. All it took was for me to convince him to make a phone call to the police. Life saved.”

“That bitch deserved what I was doing to her.” My anger wells up inside me. It’s near impossible to control. “If this were a just world, she would be dead now.”

“No one deserves to die like that.”

“In your world, no one should ever die. The same 'pet peeve' you have with domestic abuse, I have with unfaithful trollops. But then, I think most Demons and Observers specialize in the things that led to their deaths. You have a thing against alcoholics too?”

“Only when they put themselves in a position to kill others.”

“But not themselves?”

Frank doesn’t respond. Observers aren’t supposed to want to allow any death, but even they have their exceptions. I just know what Frank’s is. I should. I’m at least partially responsible for it.

“I’m not here to discuss our shortcomings, Stephen,” Frank finally says. “If I were, we’d spend the next century on yours alone.”

That’s Frank for you. He always acts superior to everyone else. He’s no better than me. He’s just extremely lucky. I’ll make sure he gets what’s coming to him someday.

“I know you aren’t here just to insult me,” I say. “So, to what do I owe the displeasure?”

“The Gods have decided that it’s about time we all meet up together again.”

“Is another of the Dark Spirits escaping?”

“No. At least, not that they’ve told me. Take that as you will.”

The Gods are notorious liars. Well, maybe that’s harsh. The Gods are notorious hiders of the truth. A minor distinction, but an important one. The Gods don’t lie as much as they hold on to the truth tighter than a miser holds a coin between his fingers.

“It’s only been a year. I’m surprised that the Gods want Michael to leave his student just to have a friendly get together of the chosen ones.”

“Rebekkah has agreed to stay behind with Claire. She’s getting to where she’s about ready to kill people. I’d say I was proud of her for how well she’s progressing, but it wouldn’t be completely true. It seems very counterintuitive, training a Demon. Michael has to keep reminding me that, if I want to become a Guide someday, I have to learn to train all spirits. I won’t get to pick.”

“I really don’t care, Frank. I just want to know what this meeting is going to be about.”

“You and me both. So, seeing as you have nothing better to do. Why don't we get going?”

He extends his hand as if he expects me to grab it. Does he think I'm stupid? Maybe if I still thought he was only Frank, I would have tried my luck, but ever since he revealed himself as James, I've known that I probably wouldn't stand a chance at overpowering him. It’s one thing to be knocked on your ass by a spirit you believe to be 200 years younger than you. It’s quite another thing to touch an Observer nearly 10 times your age willingly.

“Do you think you’re being funny?” I ask him.

“I just thought we could start by reliving the old days.”

You pompous motherfu... “That sounds like a blast, but I think I’ll pass.”

Frank lets out a little snicker. He really is getting to be more like Michael.

“So,” I say, having had enough of this reuniting. “Where are we meeting? The Sun?”

“No, the Gods want us to get together again, but they won’t be present. Michael says the Gods told him what they want us to meet for. All he needs is for us to meet him at the Arena.”

“Is this some type of combat training?”

“I told you I don’t know.”

I see Frank is taking after his brother. There’s no way that Michael knows what’s going on, but didn’t confide in his best friend.

“Well then,” I say. “Why don’t we get going?”


Chapter 2

The Arena never seems to change. Aside from popping in during a dust storm every now and again, the surface of Mars looks the same today as it was close to 200 years ago when I first came here. It was here I learned to kill other spirits. Michael insisted I was only training to defend myself. Rebekkah helped me learn the truth. Demons are good at one thing, killing, and there really is no better teacher than Rebekkah. She’s ruthless and mean. She makes you want to kill her, but also shows off her power enough so you know you’d never actually be able to defeat her. So you harness this desire, the desire to kill, and it strengthens you. Sometimes I think I should thank Rebekkah for being so hard on me. Then I remember how much of a bitch she is, and I come to my senses.

So far, it’s just Frank and me in the rust-red crater. “Are we early, or are the rest of them late?” I ask Frank.

“Michael’s probably still out fetching Sarah and Erica. They’ll be here soon.”

Oh goody, more one-on-one time with my best friend Frank. “Do you want to practice for a bit?” I ask him.

“Practice what?”

“Fighting, of course. We are at the Arena.”

“Not right now,” he replies, sounding irritated. I wonder what's gotten into him?

Michael swirls in next to Frank. Sarah and Erica follow behind him.

“It’s about time you showed up,” Frank says almost immediately.

“We were in the middle of something important, James.” Sarah snaps back at him.

“So were Stephen and I, but we made it here on time.”

“I didn’t know we had a schedule.” The blue of Sarah’s aura brightens.

“Calm down, you two,” Erica says. “Michael, why don’t you tell us what we’re here for.”

“Thank you, Erin,” Michael says.

Erica lets out a sigh. “It’s still Erica, Michael. We just went over this. I’m thinking you don’t like me as much as the others.”

“I like you plenty, Erica. For whatever reason, whenever I see you, the name Erin comes to mind.”

“While I’d love to continue this pointless rambling,” I interrupt. “Why don’t we get down to business?”

“Of course,” Michael replies. “After we defeated Samuel, the Gods wanted us to get together regularly to keep in touch. It’s been a year and even though I know we are all very busy, it almost seems like it’s been too long. The fate of all spirits rests on our ability to pick up where we left off and become a team again at any moment. James, Rebekkah and I are still close. Sarah and Erica, well, I don’t think anyone could separate you two. Stephen... none of us have heard anything from you since that night. Already our bonds are dissolving. We all parted ways that night with a newfound respect for each other. At least, that’s the impression I got. Now that we’re back together, we’re bickering again about the same pointless things that we did when the group was first assembled. We need to spend some time together and work on being a team again.”

“Is that really all we’re here for?” I ask. “Are we really just here to shoot the shit? Maybe we should all catch up over a spot of tea.”

“This is important, Stephen,” Frank scolds. “We were lucky in our battle against Samuel. He underestimated our abilities. By now, the other Dark Spirits must know that Samuel was unsuccessful at his task. They know that there must be something out here powerful enough to defeat them. We won’t have their overconfidence on our side anymore. We’ll have to rely on being a united front. That means doing whatever it takes to keep our team strong.”

“Hey, look everyone. Our fearless leader has come back to inspire us with his words,” I mock Frank. “Please, go on. I’m riveted.”

“This isn’t a joke, Stephen,” Sarah feels she needs to add.

“This is a joke,” I retort. “When we have an enemy to face, I’ll be there. But if you think for a second that I want to make friends with you, you are sorely mistaken.”

“We’ll work together better if we can trust each other,” Frank interjects. “You’re not an easy person to trust.”

“I held my own in our last battle. What’s not to trust?”

“You were the last one to infiltrate Samuel’s being. Every time we’ve been together, you’ve either attacked me or one of the other chosen ones. In fact, I think the only person you haven’t physically fought with is Erica.”

“Don’t tell him that,” Erica whines. “Now he’ll probably attack me just because he hasn’t yet.”

That’s really not a bad idea. But not now. I can’t do it while she’s expecting me to do it. Anyway, her twin would probably try to defend her. I could probably take Erica. Sarah... Sarah is scary powerful. You wouldn’t know it by looking at her. Outwardly, she is a feeble old woman. She’s an analogue of a grandmother coming to you with a jar she’s been struggling to open. Only in her case, the jar is a trap designed to lower your defenses. Once you grab the jar, you leave yourself open for a free shot, and that withered hag packs quite a punch.

“So what?” I respond. “I’m a Demon. I’m supposed to be aggressive.”

“It makes you untrustworthy,” Michael parrots. “Rebekkah is a Demon, and she’s not half as aggressive as you are.”

“Like hell she isn’t. I’ve heard stories about the great Rebekkah. Most Demons haven’t killed a fraction of the number of people that Rebekkah has. She’s the goddamn Angel of Death, and you have the nerve to say that I’m untrustworthy.”

“Rebekkah has earned her trust,” Frank says. “She helps other spirits...”

“Helps them into their grave,” I mutter.

“She helps them become great at whatever it is they do. If it weren’t for Rebekkah’s help, you’d probably be nothing. It was her taking your training into her own hands that finally set you straight.”

“The Elders tortured me. The only one I thought was even remotely decent was the Prophet, and now I’m even questioning that. They didn’t help me.”

“They showed you that you weren’t ready to be on your own in the spirit world yet. Yes, their methods were brutal, but they put you on the right path.”

Frank is so infuriating. He has to be right about everything, and he won’t fucking shut up until you relent. I think the only reason we ever stop arguing is because I decide to be the bigger spirit and give in to his lunacy. With both him and Michael on the same side all the time, there’s really no way I’m ever going to get my way. So, I let them know they’re both idiots, and I let it go.

“Whatever you say, Frank.”

Frank seems as eager to drop this subject as I do. He addresses the rest of the chosen spirits. “Since we’re all here, we should probably do a bit of training. We don’t need to be rusty when the Gods call us for our next battle.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” I tell him before pulling away from my consciousness. I reach out with my being and find Frank. He doesn’t seem to fight back. I prod at his memories, trying to find the right one. All I can find are memories of either Frank or James sleeping or eating. This guy has the most boring memories of any spirit I’ve encountered. Oh, here’s one where he’s preaching. It’s surprising how disparate James’ memories are from Frank’s. James is devoutly Christian. Of course he should be. His brother is Jesus. Frank couldn’t care less about religion. I wonder how he reconciles those memories?

Shit, Frank is fighting back. He latches on to one of my memories with his own. As he squeezes tighter, I shock his tendril away to avoid losing control of my own thoughts. Frank creates an orb that slowly starts dragging my tendrils away from the fight. I allow one of my tendrils to touch the orb and it dissipates.

“I see you haven’t forgotten much,” Frank’s voice echoes. “That’s very promising.”

I grab onto one of his tendrils and squeeze as tight as I can. A piece breaks loose.

I see a woman I care about very much. She is screaming and reaching out to me. I know this memory. This is the day I killed Frank. An odd mix of emotions hits me. I feel proud of my accomplishment, but my heart is breaking seeing someone I love, seeing Angela, in despair. Of course, I don’t really love her. Those feelings are all coming from Frank. It brings me great joy to see such anguish. The vision blurs and eventually goes black.

Frank’s tendrils are retreating to his being. It’s time to go on the offensive again. I reach out toward his being. It’s much smaller than it was before. That shouldn’t be. How could that happen? I feel a tug on one of my tendrils. I refocus my attention just in time to see Frank break off one of my memories.

“...you died,” Heather says as she pulls the sword out of my back. My body crumples to the floor. “I’m sorry, Stephen.” She says, tears streaming down her face. “I really am.” The anger wells up. That fucking bitch isn’t sorry. She doesn’t have the right to be sorry. “You were the one who murdered me?” I hear my past self scream. “After all I did for you. After all the love I had for you. You cheated on me, got knocked up by my best friend, and then fucking murdered me to avoid telling me about it?”

“Would you rather she told you she cheated on you?” I hear Michael’s irritatingly grating voice.

“No, I would rather she didn’t fucking cheat on me!” The anger is reaching its boiling point.

“But you can’t change the past, Stephen.” Michael says in his ‘instructor tone.’ “What can you do in the present to right this injustice?”

“I’m going to kill her.”

“Now, don’t jump the gun here, Stephen.” Michael says. “It’s not the death that will earn you energy, but the misery caused.”

The anger is overflowing. Not just at Heather, but at Michael as well. Does he really think that he can hold me back like this? He obviously wants me to want to kill Heather, and now he’s telling me not to. This little prick was never a Demon. How could he possibly understand what I’m going through?

“Because I can hear all of your thoughts,” Michael replies. “I’ve been able to hear the thoughts of all the Demons I’ve trained. I know exactly what you’re going through. I’m not trying to hold you back. You need to learn to overcome the anger. It is clouding your thoughts and judgment. You need to learn to not give in to the urges to kill, not until the right moment. That is what’s really holding you back, not me.”

I try to calm down, but the anger remains. It keeps building. Then the anger vanishes. Michael has his hand on my shoulder. “I need you to think clearly about this one,” he says. “If you mess this one up, you would never forgive me. I can dull the anger for now, but this is not a permanent fix. You will eventually need to learn to control it on your own.”

The image fades as I regain consciousness.

“But I guess you haven’t remembered everything.” Frank says.

The anger takes over. I quickly form and shoot an orb at him. He extends his hand, and the orb stops just short of hitting it. I try to exert more force with the orb, but Frank keeps it in place.

“Are you finished?” Frank asks me.

“Are you still an insufferable prick?” I retort.

“What have I ever done to you to make you hate me so much? I have never willfully hurt you. If either of us had any reason to hate the other, it would be me. You destroyed my life as Frank. You are aggressive toward me every time we meet. Why do you make yourself so hard to deal with?”

“I don’t need to be dealt with,” I scream. I’m tempted to attack him with something else, but I keep the anger at bay. “I hate you because you are an Observer. You are my enemy by default. The whole lot of you undermine my ability to grow stronger. We aren’t all blessed with the amount of power that you have.”

“You are the last spirit who should complain about not having power,” Frank drones on. “You are a chosen one. You can gain more energy than any Demon has ever had.”

“But you don’t think that I will ever be stronger than you or Sarah. You probably don’t even think that I could ever take on Rebekkah, and she’s not even a chosen one.”

Frank pauses. “You’re right. But that’s not my fault. You squander your gift by being too egotistical. You think too highly of yourself. You believe you are infallible even after all of your failures, and you usually fail because you always believe you can’t fail. You get overconfident in a plan, and don’t take the steps to make sure it works out in the end.”

“There you go spewing your Guide rhetoric again. I am not your student.” I’ve had about enough of this get together. “Do you know why I hate you so much, Frank? You treat me like your inferior. Ever since you first met me, you’ve acted like you’re better than me. You accuse me of being egotistical, but you felt the need to set yourself up as our leader, even over Michael, who has twice as much experience as you do. In fact, it’s probably even more since you’ve been unconscious for most of your existence.”

“I did not set myself up as the leader,” Frank wrongly argues. “Important decisions needed to be made and no one else was doing anything. It came as a complete shock to me when you accused me of trying to be the leader of the group. I never intended to lead, it just kind of fell to me.”

“That’s another thing I hate about you. You seem to have greatness dropped into your lap with little to no effort on your part.”

“That’s not my fault either.”

“Whether or not it’s your fault, it’s still true,” I yell at him. “I try so hard, and I seem to get nowhere. You started off as just any other spirit. Then, bam, it turns out you have the power of a 2000-year-old spirit.”

“I’m not quite 2000 years old yet, and technically, the story begins the other way around.”

“I really don’t give a fuck, Frank. From my point of view, you started off as a man who lost his sister. Then you threw your family away and drowned yourself in alcohol. You drank and drove, killing a bunch of people, before finally dying yourself. That’s the last time I ever wanted to see you. Then you and Michael come back into my life, and you just keep accidentally succeeding. It’s infuriating.” I am losing myself to the anger again. I need to cut this short and get out of here.

“What do you want me to do about it, Stephen? I can’t change who I am, at least not by myself... That was the wrong phrase to use.”

“I don’t know, Frank. I guess we’re just destined to be mortal enemies. We’ll have to leave it at that.”

“But I don’t see you as my enemy, Stephen,” Frank continues. “I want you to, at the very least, be an equal partner in the team. At most, I hope we can be friends.”

“We will never be friends,” I shout back, with more hatred than I intended. I’m losing it again. “Why can’t you see that?”

“Because I don’t hate you. As much as I should want to end your existence, I don’t. You’ve done some horrible things to me, and I hated you when I found out that you were responsible for everything that happened at the end of my life, but in the end, I can’t find it in myself to hate you anymore.”

Hearing Frank describe how little he hates me makes the anger grow even more. He’s doing it again. He’s showing off how much he’s in control of his emotions. He's trying to prove that he’s better than me in almost every way. Why won’t he just shut up already? This would all be so much easier if Frank hated me as much as I hate him. At least then we could agree on something.

Now there’s an idea. The anger dims as the thought crosses my mind. If Frank hated me as much as I hate him, I could justify it. If I could get Frank to hate me, that would lower him to my level. If I could see Frank humbled before me just once, maybe I could overcome my anger at him.

I only really gained any respect for Michael after Rebekkah abducted me. Until that point, Michael had played the omniscient and omnipotent teacher. Seeing him stuck outside the Elder’s barrier, unable to do anything but wordlessly yell and pound, made me understand he had weaknesses as well. It made it easier to relate to him. I still don’t really like Michael. That bastard put me through hell, but at least I can understand him. The anger doesn’t flare up around him. I need to do the same thing with Frank. Maybe then we could be on the same team without me feeling the need to kill him.

I say nothing else to Frank. I fear that if I do, he’ll start talking again, and I’ll lose control and attack him again. I walk toward the rest of the group, reabsorbing my orb along the way. Sarah, Erica, and Michael are doing a three-way battle. From the looks of it, Sarah and Erica are ganging up on Michael, but Michael is holding his own.

“It’s been nice seeing you all again,” I say, trying to be as genuine as possible, “but I have to get going.”

The beams connecting Michael, Sarah, and Erica disappear. 
“You’re leaving so quickly?” Michael asks.

“I have some... things that need attending to. Maybe the rest of you can spare the time to goof around, but I really can’t. This brief excursion has been quite enlightening. Let me know when you plan on getting together again.”

The other four spirits look confused.

“What?” I ask them.

Sarah is the first to speak up. “You’ve been complaining this whole time about how pointless this little meeting was. Why the change of heart?”

“After thinking about it, it was nice to brush off some cobwebs. Frank here helped me learn a lot.”

“I did?” Frank says with even more confusion. Apparently, he still thinks we’re arguing.

“Yes. I’ve concluded that my inability to work with the rest of the group is a problem I have to work out on my own. At first I thought it was because all of you were just so annoying, but now I realize it is something I need to fix on my own. And it’s all thanks to Frank here.”

Michael looks elated. “You’re finally going to work on overcoming your anger? It’s a very hard journey, but it will be worth it in the end. If you need any help, just let Rebekkah know. She had a hard time working through it herself. If anyone could help you, it’s her.”

“Thanks for the advice,” you clueless bastard. “I just might have to do that.”

“What are you talking about?” Frank asks.

“Well, if you haven’t noticed, Demons all have anger problems.” Michael begins his lecture.

“I hope you plan on getting a little less obvious than that, Michael,” I tease him.

He throws me a sneering smile before continuing. “This is by design. It’s kind of like Observers and the pain of witnessing misery and death. The pain makes you want to do anything you can to avoid having bad things happen. With Demons, they have anger. The reason Demons can indiscriminately kill so many people feeling no remorse is because they have this heightened feeling of anger toward almost everything. Most of them embrace the anger. They use it as a tool to help them kill as many people as they can. Many try to reject this feeling of hatred toward everything, but ignoring the feeling just strengthens it, and eventually they are overwhelmed and lose control of the anger. A select few Demons have been able to overcome their anger. Just like there are a few Observers who are no longer affected by the pain of suffering. It’s very difficult. Most spirits give up after the first couple of weeks. It’s difficult to change the very core of what you are.”

Frank looks me over. “Sorry, but I find it hard to believe that you intend to change yourself based on what just happened between us.”

“You made me realize how important it is that we work as a team. I finally figured out that my dislike of all of you is unfounded, and is merely a product of my uncontrollable anger. If I want to be an asset to the team, I need to learn to overcome my anger. Hopefully, I will be better at it the next time we meet.”

“That’s a pretty lofty goal, Stephen,” Michael says. “Learning to overcome your anger is a process not unlike training. Only you won’t have an assigned Guide. It could take decades of hard work before you even scratch the surface. I really think you should talk through things with Rebekkah before you make this decision final.”

“I’d rather try it on my own, Michael,” I say with an unintended edge. “You should know by now that I’m usually better working on my own.”

“You probably only believe that because your anger makes you distrust other spirits.”

“All the same. I think I should decide when I need help. It would be best if you all just left me alone for now.” I turn away from the group. “Let me know when we plan on meeting up again.”

“Stephen, wait!” Michael cries out before I can leave. “There is one other thing I needed to ask of you.”

I turn back around. “What is it now?” I ask impatiently.

“We need someone to get in touch with the Elders. None of us have had any contact in the last year, and we didn’t really leave on good terms.”

“Why me?”

“You have a more stable relationship with them than the rest of us do,” Michael answers.

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” I reply. “The last time I saw the Prophet, I essentially told him to take his religion and stuff it. I don’t think the Elders will have taken too kindly to that.”

“You are still the closest one.”

“I would help you, but as I’ve said, I’m busy. You said overcoming my anger wouldn’t be easy. I should probably get started as soon as possible.”

“This is more important than that. We need to keep our alliance with the Elders intact. We can’t afford to fight against both them and the Dark Spirits when they decide to appear again.”

“So, this is less of a request and more of a command?” I accuse Michael.

“It’s whatever you need to believe it is in order to get you to Stonehenge.”

It’s not worth arguing about. I’ll have time for my plan soon enough. “Yes Sir,” I say, giving Michael a mocking salute.

As I shoot my hand forward, a lush green field replaces Michael’s face. In the distance, I see the peculiar stone structure. This last year has probably been the longest I’ve gone without visiting Stonehenge. I’m surprised the Elders hadn’t tried to find me. I hope they aren’t angry with me. The last thing I need is to be trapped in a nearly impenetrable bubble with the oldest living human spirits all seeking revenge. It shouldn’t be too bad, should it?


Chapter 3

I cautiously approach the barrier around Stonehenge. I see many of the Elders inside. I’m actually surprised to see so many there when it appears they are not having any sort of formal gathering. I catch the eye of a Demon and motion for him to come out to let me in.

The Demon, I can’t tell who it is from here, hesitates for a moment, but eventually begins walking through the barriers toward me.

As he gets closer, I can finally make out who it is. Aaron. He’s the oldest human spirit in existence and is kind of the default leader of the Elders. I’m not sure if I should be excited or pensive about him being the one to come out and greet me.

A flash of blue surrounds Aaron as he breaks through the last barrier. “Stephen,” he says with a disappointed tone.

“Aaron,” I reply. If he’s going to make this little meeting short, I will not stop him.

“We haven’t seen you around in a while.”

“None of you cared enough to find me.”

“That never stopped you from seeking our advice before,” Aaron says, his tone beginning to sound accusatory.

“This whole situation is new to me, Aaron. I’m sure The Prophet has told you all about our last encounter. When I didn’t hear from anyone, I figured you all had moved on.”

“Joshua explained your confusion about the events after your defeat of the Dark Spirit. I didn’t think any of it was that relevant.”

Not relevant! “Not relevant?” I shout at him. “After we defeated Samuel, I felt the happiest that I have ever felt. For one fleeting moment, my anger did not govern me. For just a minute, I was free of my curse. I wanted to stay there forever. Then the anger began creeping back as I felt something telling me I would never have that feeling permanently. I tried to hold on to the happiness, but it kept slipping through my fingers. Every time I tried to get it back, I failed. Each time I failed, I became angrier. The angrier I got, the harder it was to hold on to that feeling of happiness. Then it was all gone.

“When I came back to consciousness, I heard The Prophet say that what we experienced was the Great Spirit. Imagine how hurt I was to hear that. Unlike most of the rest of the Chosen Ones, I believed in the Great Spirit, but based on my experience, the Great Spirit has rejected me. It teased me with the promise of a life free from the chains of anger, then harshly destroyed any hope I had of achieving it. That seems quite relevant to me.”

“You are simply overreacting,” Aaron says, trying and failing to calm me. “The rejection you felt was likely you coming back to consciousness and being aware of your own anger. The Great Spirit was not rejecting you, you mistakenly attributed your own emotions to it.”

“Is that how The Prophet explained it away?”

“That is what the Great Spirit told him.”

Of course. It’s hard to disprove someone who supposedly has a direct line to a deity. I know what I felt. “So you believe Joshua over your own sister?”

“I haven’t seen Rebekkah since that day,” Aaron says, becoming suddenly sullen. “She’s never told me her side of the story, so I have no choice but to believe Joshua.”

“Rebekkah really hasn’t come back at all? That seems very unlike her.”

“You didn’t know her when she first met James. The whole time Michael was training him, she never returned to Stonehenge. Now she has him back, and doesn’t believe she can trust Joshua anymore. In her mind, she has no reason to return.”

“And you haven’t tried looking for her either?”

“All that would do is push her away even more. If she wanted to see me, she knows where I am. Since she hasn’t come, I can only assume she doesn’t want to see me.”

Interesting... "That must make you kind of angry with James."

"How do you figure that?" Aaron says.

I hadn't planned on this, but maybe I can kill two birds with one stone. "He turned your sister against you. Do you remember what happened before our battle with the Dark Spirit? When Rebekkah hit you with that beam and made you promise to help us?"

"Yes," Aaron responds, sounding none too pleased that I brought it up.

“Well, James had done the same thing to Rebekkah. He didn't make her promise anything, but when you can take over someone else’s consciousness, you also gain access to every memory that person has. He knows things about her she wanted no one to know. He knows exactly how to manipulate her into doing whatever he wants.”

“Are you saying James is blackmailing my sister into staying away from the rest of the Elders?”

“I’m not saying that he is doing that right now. Your sister is so doe-eyed over him it’s sickening. That’s probably what’s keeping her there for now. I’m just saying that if James ever had any need to blackmail Rebekkah, he’d have the means. Deep down Rebekkah knows it and probably makes some of her decisions based on keeping her secrets secret. How could you not be mad at someone who has that much power over your sister? Plus, I’m sure you want to get a little revenge against the spirit that tricked you into swearing an oath to him.”

Aaron gives me a smile. “You talk like someone with a plan.”

I smile back. “Maybe.”

Aaron’s smile fades. “I don’t have time to play games with you, Stephen. Just tell me what you have planned.”

I shake my head. “Sorry, Aaron. It doesn’t like that. The fewer spirits that know I even have a plan, the better. If I tell you my plan, and it gets back to Rebekkah or James, there would be nothing stopping them from coming to find you and taking the memory by force. That would completely derail my plan. I just want to know that, if I need your help, would you give it?”

“What is this plan supposed to accomplish?” Aaron is sounding relatively interested.

“It will allow me to be on a level playing field with Frank. It would also drive a wedge between him and Rebekkah. I can’t make any guarantees, but it would likely have her coming back to you for comfort.”

“I’ll keep an open mind, but forgive me if I don’t want to agree to do something without actually knowing what it is.”

“That’s all I ask, for now.”

We remain silent for a while. It seems we should say something else, but I guess we’re both drawing a blank. So I change the topic.

"The real reason I'm here isn't to talk about my plan. Michael actually selected me to keep a relationship going between our two groups."

"That makes sense."

"You really think so?"

"Who else would you have picked?" Aaron asks. "I think Michael had originally hoped that Rebekkah would be the go between, but that's not an option anymore. Then it had seemed as if James would be a good choice, but he tricked us and now most of us don't trust him. You are the only one that had any kind of rapport with us."

"I turned my back on The Prophet as well. What makes me different from Rebekkah?"

"You came, didn't you? Michael has probably been trying to convince Rebekkah to come back and talk to us. She has obviously refused. You were next in line, and seeing as how you are here, you must not feel the same repulsion that Rebekah does."

"How is The Prophet doing, by the way?" I ask Aaron. "It must have been hard on him having Rebekah turn her back on him."

"You should probably ask him yourself. He'd be happy to see that you returned."

"I should really get going," is what I want to say, but Aaron grabs my arm and drags me through the barriers around Stonehenge. I guess I can stay for a little longer.

We clear the last barrier with a flash of red, and Aaron lets go of my arm. Aaron walks over to the silver spirit sitting in the middle of the monument. He whispers something to him. The Prophet slowly stands up and turns to face me.

“You are brave, young one,” The Prophet addresses me. “If I had done to me what you have done, I don’t think I would have returned so soon.”

“It’s been a year since then. Plus, I never pegged you as the type to hold a grudge,” I hope.

“I’m not,” he replies, to my relief. “But I haven’t really been myself since that night.” Okay, maybe I should be a little worried. “What happened between you, Rebekkah, and the Great Spirit has weighed heavily on me. I sought its guidance on this matter. The Great Spirit confirmed for me it had forsaken none of you. Your feelings of rejection were from within yourselves, not anything that the Great Spirit placed there. That wasn’t enough for me, though. I couldn’t understand how this feeling that you felt could be so confusing. It shouldn’t be too hard to distinguish your own feelings from those that come from an outside source. Rebekkah, who has done plenty of training and therefore has spent a lot of time having other spirits’ thoughts commingled with hers, should have been able to know that this feeling was hers.

“So I asked the Great Spirit to show me what this feeling felt like. I wanted to understand how it could be so horrible that my cousin turned her back on me without a second thought. The Great Spirit refused. It explained that since the feelings belonged to another spirit, it was not its place to share them with me. It further explained that, if I wanted to know the feeling, I would have to go to the source.”

The Prophet stares at me with a hungry fury in his eyes. “I already told you how I felt. I don’t think I could explain it any better.”

“I don’t need you to describe the feeling for me. I need to feel it for myself, and that’s exactly what I plan on doing.”

A silver beam bursts out from The Prophet’s chest. It catches me by surprise. I almost forget what I need to do. Luckily, after the initial shock, I can calm down and withdraw inside myself.

I visualize my being, but I don’t see Joshua anywhere. I reach out to find him. I sense the tendrils of his thoughts searching aimlessly for my own. “You must be new at this,” I call out.

That gets his attention. He reaches out toward me. I quickly grab one of his tendrils and squeeze until the tip breaks off.

“I’m still not sure I like this plan,” Joshua says.

“Calm yourself, cousin,” Aaron replies. “Our parents have not led us astray yet. Why are you so worried?”

“The Gods are as old as existence. How do they expect to defeat something that powerful?”

“My father assures me they have a plan in place. That is good enough for me. It should be good enough for you as well.”

“Don’t waste your words on him, brother,” Rebekkah chimes in. “Joshua has always been a worrier. He would make us wait to act until all the other human spirits were gone.

“I just don’t think we should start a war with the Gods before we really know what’s going on,” Joshua retorts.

“The Gods started this war already,” Rebekkah snaps. “Right now we aren’t deciding whether to go to war, we are deciding how best to win the war we are already a part of. Our side is being slaughtered. We need to do something drastic or face annihilation.”

“The Gods helped raise us. They love us. Why would they turn on us? It makes little sense.”

“The facts don’t lie,” Aaron answers. “Spirits have been disappearing. We haven’t heard one word from the Gods since it started happening. Our parents believe the Gods are the reason for these disappearances. That is all I need to know.”

“I hope you are all wrong,” Joshua responds as the vision fades away.

The silver tendrils retreat, and I follow them towards Joshua’s being. It’s mostly unremarkable save for one dark spot. I know Michael has multiple dark spots, but it seems odd that Joshua would have just the one. I wonder what it means. I debate trying to take over The Prophet’s mind. It would be nice to learn all of his secrets, but I can’t afford to anger the Elders, at least not right now. I bring myself back to consciousness.

“How did you do that?” Joshua asks earnestly.

“I should ask you the same thing,” I reply.

Joshua hesitates for a second, but finally says, “When I decided I needed to know your memory, the Great Spirit taught me how to control my memories. It explained that all I would need to do to access that memory was to find it in your consciousness. I didn’t expect you to be so hard to find, and I didn’t expect as much opposition as you gave me.”

“The Great Spirit taught you?” I respond, sounding confused. “I didn’t think it worked like that. Other than before you came back from the dead, when the Great Spirit told you about The Chosen One, you never claimed to speak to the Great Spirit. How did it teach you about controlling your memories?”

“I don’t have conversations, per se. I get images and feelings. Sometimes they immediately make sense. Sometimes I am inundated with these images for days before I can work out their meaning. I can ask questions. Sometimes I get a simple answer, other times the answer is cryptic and I only understand when certain events unfold. Many times I get silence.

“I need that memory,” The Prophet continues. “The Great Spirit no longer answers me when I ask about it. I’ve spent a year wondering how one emotion could be powerful enough to destroy millennia of faith and trust.”

“If you wanted access to my memory of that night, all you needed to do was ask. You didn’t need to steal it forcefully.”

“I wasn’t sure that we would be on good enough terms to facilitate such a request,” Joshua says. “I need to know.”

I picture that day in my mind as I send it to Joshua. We had just defeated Samuel. A brilliant white light that draws me in and makes me comfortable replaces the darkness of space. The light wipes away all my worries, cares, and anger. I go to meet this feeling and drown myself in its embrace, but it pushes me away. Its promise of a life free from anger calls out to me like a siren song, but the more I try to reach it, the more I try to abandon myself in its warmth, the harder I am pushed away. The feeling fades as the anger creeps back in. I make a note of the feeling. The anger feels different from the feeling of repulsion from the light. The anger I can own, the rejection I cannot. I stop the memory before I regain consciousness.

"That's how it happened," I tell Joshua.

The Prophet looks more puzzled now than he did before. He must have been expecting a simple solution to his dilemma. I don't know why he thought that. Nothing is simple in the afterlife.

"Is that what you wanted?" I ask him.

"That is what I wanted. It's just not what I expected. If you'll excuse me, I... well... I need to figure something out. Thank you for your willingness to help."

"Consider it a favor between old friends."

Joshua turns to Aaron, who is still standing next to us. "Lead him out. I have much to think about."

Aaron grabs me by the arm again and pulls me toward the barrier. After we break through the first barrier, I ask Aaron, "So, when did you become The Prophet's lackey?"

"Ever since James and Rebekkah tricked us into swearing an oath, the rest of the Elders trust Joshua more," Aaron says, sounding angry. "He was the only one who refused to be bound by the oath. He's the only one we can trust to make decisions that are best for us."

"You sound like you disagree."

“I am perfectly in control of my own actions. I can reason just as well as I ever have. The only time that I may not decide on my own is when the next Dark Spirit escapes. None of us but Joshua will resist the will of James and the Gods when that happens. That scares the other Elders, and has pushed them into putting more faith in Joshua than in myself.”

"You are going to love my plan. Not only will you get Rebekkah back, you'll get a bit of revenge on James for putting you in this situation."

"You have me intrigued. You really can't tell me anything about the plan?"

"Not right now. I have to make sure that I have the support of a couple of other spirits before I'll know exactly what I want to do. In fact, I should get going. This next spirit will probably take more convincing than you did."

Aaron gives me a knowing look. “You must be really desperate if you’re thinking about going to her.”

“The best version of my plan involves using her expertise.”

Aaron gives me a laugh. “Good luck then. Although you’ll likely need more than that.”

“I’ll talk to you later, Aaron.”

“It’s good to have you back, Stephen.”

I give him a smile and leave Stonehenge behind me.


Chapter 4

The open field around me turns gray, and stone walls swirl into place. Hmm... she would pick a place like this. I am standing in the middle of the throne room of a medieval castle. It has clearly seen better days, but is mostly intact. The throne sits at the back of the room. It looks like someone carved the throne from a single block of stone. Its dark black color contrasts well with the red spirit sitting in it. As I walk forward, she conjures an orb in her hand that makes me stop short.

“What are you doing here?” the spirit asks me.

“I propose a truce and perhaps suggest a partnership between us.”

The spirit laughs as if I had just told an amusing joke. She stops when she notices I am not laughing with her.

“You’re serious?” She gives another nervous laugh. “I distinctly remember you saying... oh, how did you put it...”

A vision appears in my head. All I can see is my face. I look a little angry as I shout, “You fucking bitch! If I ever see your goddamn face ever again, I will give you a fucking one-way ticket to meet the Great Spirit. You stay the hell away from me. If I ever see you again for the rest of eternity, it will be too early.”

“That was a long time ago,” I respond. “Fresh wounds sting. I’ve been able to grow past what you did to me. I was hoping you’d be able to do the same, Heather.”

“What you did to me was way worse than anything I ever did to you,” the cheating bitch answers as she stands up from the throne. The energy of her aura runs slowly downward like lava. Okay, maybe I haven’t really grown past what she did to me, but she doesn’t need to know that.

“We both killed each other. How is one worse than the other?”

“When I killed you, I killed you quickly. I gave you a happy life until that point. When you killed me, you did it slowly. You took everything I cared about away from me, and then you killed me.”

“Technically, you killed yourself,” I tell her.

“You left me no choice,” she shouts as she walks toward me, orb still in hand. “I had nothing left, and you encouraged me to end it all.”

“People always have a choice.”

“Don’t think you can barge in here, start quoting bullshit training lessons, and think everything is going to be fine between us!” Her aura brightens, and her energy flows faster.

“What you did to me is no worse than what I did to you,” I accuse her.

“How so?”

“You said you gave me a happy life. That is not true. When I died, I found out that all of my happiness was based on an intricate series of lies that you had concocted. Everything that was good about my life was nothing more than a lie. The very idea of happiness became a lie to me because of you.”

“You can’t blame me for that, Stephen,” Heather shouts back. “I couldn’t have known that there would be an afterlife where you would find out about everything. I thought I was doing the best thing for you by sparing you from finding out about everything.”

“Do you even hear yourself? You think killing me was the best thing for me?”

“It’s not my fault. A Demon influenced me the entire time.”

“You and I both know that’s a bullshit excuse.” I can feel my anger rising. I can’t lose control, not to her, not right now. I need this to be a calm discussion. This is a business deal, nothing more.

“Maybe that part is,” Heather responds. “But you made me kill my son. That has to be worse than anything I did to you. You can’t understand how torturous it was to be made to believe that killing my son was the best course of action.”

“You killed my son too,” I say, trying to stay calm. “In fact, you did worse than that. You erased my son from existence. I have these glorious memories of being a father, but none of them are real. I don’t have a son. All of those memories are from an alternate life where joy is real and not just a byproduct of your lies.”

Heather remains silent for a while. “Did you really come here just to argue with me? If you did, you might as well leave right now.”

“No, like I said before, I wanted to come to call a truce.”

“You could have fooled me.”

“You were the one who started arguing. You are the one who has kept an orb at the ready since you first saw me. I have not done one thing that you could perceive as a threat!” You’re getting angry again, Stephen. Just calm down and try to be rational with the little bitch. “I just want to talk to you about something other than our history.”

Heather absorbs her orb back into her being. She slowly walks back to her throne and sits down. “Please continue,” She says with an annoying sense of entitlement. Keep it calm, Stephen. Keep it calm.

“I have a plan that involves the possibility of stabbing a close acquaintance of mine in the back. Since you have experience, I figured you would be a good person to ask.”

“I thought you said we were going to keep our history out of it!” Heather yells at me.

“I know how you work, Heather. Your specialty as a Demon is convincing people to betray those close to them. Although I hate I was the first one you did it to. I admire your abilities, and I need your help.” If I’m going to suck up to her, I might as well go all out.

Heather says nothing right away. Eventually, she lets out a sigh and says, “What’s in it for me?”

“I would wipe our slate clean. I meant it when I said that I wanted to kill you. I still do, but if you do this for me, I will consider us even.”

“I’m not afraid of you, Stephen. It took you almost 175 years longer than me to graduate from training. That’s not something that instills fear in others.”

So, she isn’t afraid of me. Maybe it’s time we change that. “I’m special. I hope you know.”

“I’ve known that for a long time, Stephen,” she says with a chuckle. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“The Gods believe I might be The Chosen One.”

“Bullshit,” She sneers. “If you’re The Chosen One, then I’m the Great Spirit.”

“Oh, it’s true, Heather. By now, you've probably heard rumors about a black spirit that slaughtered a bunch of young spirits recently.”

"Maybe," she answers nervously.

"Well, I'm part of the team that defeated that spirit."

That makes her pause again. Then I see it. I can see the fear in her eyes. She’s been acting tough, but she is genuinely afraid of me.

“Fine,” I say. “If you don’t want to help me, then you’re of no use to me.” I form an orb in each hand and launch one so that it hits the throne just to the left of her head.

She tries to swirl away, but I put up a barrier around her to prevent her from leaving.

“Just where do you think you’re going?” I ask before using the barrier to shock her in the arm.

“Let me go, Stephen,” she cries.

“I don’t think I should. I offered you a chance to erase all the bad things you ever did to me. You have yet to accept that offer. Until then, I still want to kill you.” I shock her in the other arm.

“If you didn’t need me, you would have killed me already.” She forms an orb in her hand. “You can’t afford to kill me, and that gives me the upper hand.” She launches her orb at the barrier, lighting up the room with a bright flash of red.

I light the interior of the barrier up like a light bulb. Like a red, shrieking, light bulb. This feels good. I've been waiting a long time for this. But as much as I’m enjoying this, she has a point. I can’t afford to kill her. Not yet. There are several Demons out there vastly more powerful than she is, but she is the only one I think I could convince to help me out.

Heather collapses when I stop shocking her. "What do you say?" I ask her. "Are you ready to put the past behind us, or do you want me to keep acting on my hatred of what you did to me?"

"Go suck a dick!"

"Fine, we'll do it your way."

I am about to shock her again when she shouts, "No, no! I'm sorry. That was the anger talking. I'll help you."

My barrier disappears in a flash of red. "That wasn't so hard, was it?"

"Fuck you, Stephen. What's this plan of yours, and why is it so important to you?”

“I’m actually not completely sure what my plan is yet.”

Heather’s aura brightens. “You fucking tortured me to convince me to help you with a plan that you don’t even have planned yet? I thought you were a goddamn moron beforehand, but this proves it.”

“I’m not sure what the plan is yet because I don’t know who I can get to help me yet. I have you and one other Demon. I would really like to recruit a Trickster, but I’m not on good enough terms with any to convince them to join me. That’s partly why I needed you on my team.”

A look of realization crosses her face. “No, I’m not going to... NO! He blames me for what you did to him. You two were friends at one time. Why don’t you go talk to him?”

“We were friends right until the point that I found out you cheated on me with him, and that the son I thought I had was actually his.”

“Oh, so just your entire life, then.”

“Save for the last few seconds when you felt the need to destroy both my life and my happiness. Oh, and also the last 200 plus years of my afterlife. I’ve spent more time hating him than being his friend. You spent at least ten of those years fucking him in my house, in my bed. I think you might be on better terms.”
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