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	CHAPTER

	ONE

	 

	There comes a time in your life when you begin to wonder: to wonder about life, about death, about yourself…about everything. You wonder what fate lies for you beyond the grave, how the mechanisms of the cosmos function; you wonder on the origins of everything that is, was, or will be. Sitting on the side of the dirt road in this dark forest, where the sunshine does not penetrate and only the most desperate of the common rabble dare to wander, I wonder. I wonder what it’s like to not know the answers to these questions. I feel the weight of an individual burdened with supreme knowledge, yet I cannot help but feel that there is more to discover in the universe. Some part of me still wonders if I do not know all there is to know about anything—about everything; I am currently crushing that part of me in a timely and systematic fashion. I simply cannot afford to not know everything. To be ignorant is to invite chaos into the fold, and chaos is something that cannot be tolerated. Still, I wonder if all of this knowledge is a blessing or a curse. Some creatures would say it is bliss to not know all of these things, and some might say that it is the worst kind of torture to tolerate even the slightest shred of ignorance. I stand up and put a black-gloved hand on one of the old, ancient oak trees that tower above me; these are the trees of Legend Land, or “The Black Forest.” This is where legends come to die. They have been forgotten, tossed away, or otherwise disregarded in some way. There are others who come to this land seeking power by replicating the actions of

	 

	
 

	 

	past legends, hoping to gain some notoriety; they pretend to be what they are not. Occasionally a real legend, such as myself, will make it here, though this is a rare occurrence. I can remember the time when this was a place filled with legends that still had some semblance of power and dignity; now it is a world of charlatans and criminals. For instance, take the wolf that is currently devouring the girl across the road—a mere criminal, a waste of space.

	I quickly walk over to the wolf, who by this point has devoured the girl whole. With one swift stroke of my blade, I slice open the creature’s bulging belly and watch with a carefully neutral expression as the girl tumbles out, covered in stomach fluid. These creatures are filled with such greed that they put their own lives at risk to fulfill it. I say nothing as the girl comes to herself and looks up at me, determination and caution etched on her face. Her emotions are splayed out clearly for me to read. At this moment I could do a multitude of things, but I decide to simply wait a moment, letting her take in my appearance. A whisper of wind lifts my hair briefly off my shoulders, the sunlight filtering through the autumn leaves above nearly turning my dark locks purple. The girl stares into my dark eyes. Instantly, I feel a tug in some deeper part of me that I had long forgotten about—the unfamiliar sensation of feeling connected to an individual. I blink, clearing my mind, and the immediate feeling disappears. But the vague impression still lingers.

	“Do you have some spare clothes? Preferably some not covered in wolf guts,” she asks, looking down at herself and wiping her slimy hands on the grass. Generally, I endeavor to not give out charity unless it will benefit me in some way; however, I must admit to myself that this girl intrigues me. Regardless, I cannot allow myself to be distracted at such a crucial phase in my plan.

	“Um…hello? Are you going to give me some clothes? Or am I going to have to beg some other stranger for some?” she asks, glaring up at me.

	Does she know nothing of courtesy? I can tolerate a great many things as long as they will benefit me in some way or another, but one thing I cannot stand is rudeness. Crossing my arms across the dark

	 

	
 

	 

	material of my shirt, my cloak brushes the scuff marks on my boots, the sound of tightening leather creaking out as my hands become fists. When the girl stands, reaching her full height, average for a human female, she must raise her gaze above my chest to continue making obstinate eye contact.

	“What makes you believe that you have the right to not only ask for clothes that I may or may not have, but also be utterly rude when I don't immediately comply?” She opens her mouth to interrupt me, but I raise my voice and glare at her. “I just saved your life, and you have the audacity to be rude to me? In addition, you dare to try and interrupt me? I do not tolerate disrespect, and I expect you to develop some manners quickly if you still entertain any hope of getting what you desire.”

	She makes a small move toward me, and I unsheathe my sword quickly and wrap one gloved hand around her throat, shoving her against a nearby tree, holding the edge of my blade to her throat. She ceases trying to move when my grip on her throat tightens. I grit my teeth as I press the edge of my blade harder into her neck, knowing if she makes another move, I will end her life. “Cease moving or I will not restrain myself.”

	She moves her hand toward my sword, and I quickly sheathe it, throwing her violently to the ground. I clench my fist, trembling slightly with restraint. Slowly I let out a breath, lowering my arm, unclenching my fist. She starts to scoot away, and my hand goes to my sword quickly, but both of us stop. Trying to keep my voice as calm as possible I speak, “I will make you a deal. You will apologize for your rudeness, and I will give you some clothes.”

	“You just put your sword to my throat and threatened me! I’m not making any deal with you! If anything, you should be the one apologizing to me!” she shouts as she stands up. “In fact,” she continues, pointing a slimy finger at me, “I’m going to take your pack and whatever’s in it. Then you will apologize for your rudeness to me!” She wipes her hand on a tree and pulls a dagger out of her boot. This wench wishes to test herself against me? If I was in a more humorous mood, the mere thought of this girl wishing to challenge

	 

	
 

	 

	me would cause laughter to burst forth from me into the forest. As I am not in a humorous mood, however, I instead quickly remove my sword. With a quick flick of my wrist, I send her dagger spinning from her hand. I quickly close the distance and slam my knee into her stomach and she crumples over; I grab her by the red roots of her hair and throw her against a tree. “Apologize, now!” I growl, pointing my sword at her. She stands up slowly and spits at my feet, contempt etched in her vicious snarl. I bring my boot up and catch her in the chin, stepping forward to run my sword through her, but she quickly dives to the left. I spin quickly, following her and lunge at her, twisting in the same movement as she throws a dagger at me. I complete my spin and slam my elbow into her temple, and she crumples.

	I pause, tightening my grip on my sword before putting it back in its sheath. I kneel down and take a piece of rope out of my pack, quickly moving to tie her hands and feet together; if she wishes to be disrespectful to me, then she will learn the consequences. Suddenly her eyes snap open and she spins on the ground, swinging her legs at me and flipping herself backwards away from me, slinging a dagger at me. I fall backward flat on the ground to avoid the dagger, then stand quickly as the girl launches herself at me. I knock her away with a blow from the back of my hand and slam my foot down toward her throat. Rolling to the left, she aims a kick between my legs. I dodge and grab her hair, slamming my knee into her nose, causing her to reel back.

	Before she can recover, I close the distance and thrust my foot at her knee, but she moves her leg and hooks it around mine, using her free leg to kick me between my legs, using the point of her elbow to crush my throat. I drop to my knees as the pack is wrenched from my shoulders, and all I can do is shake as my body registers the pain and my mind screams for me to overcome it. I grit my teeth and stand up shakily, but the girl kicks me in the chin and I land on my back. There was no resistance from my body this time as I stand up and look around, but the girl is gone. I growl low in my throat and turn around, slamming my fist into the nearest tree, closing my eyes. It takes everything I have to not wrench this tree from the ground, but I will save my anger for the detestable wench who has stolen from me.

	 

	
 

	 

	I open my eyes, and I can spot the trail of her moving through the forest, my ears picking up the snapping of twigs. Without a moment’s hesitation, I find myself chasing after her.

	As I get closer to the girl, I can hear her more clearly and I speed up. Once she’s within sight, I leap toward her and tackle her, rolling as we hit the ground. I complete the roll and stand, pack in hand, feeling victorious. I kick her in the face as she tries to stand up, and she crumples to the ground again. I stomp down at her, intending to crush her skull, when she catches my boot with her hands for a brief moment before throwing my foot to the side and standing up, grabbing my sword and pulling it out of its sheath as she jumps back. “Enough!” I roar, extending my hand. Tendrils of snarling, hissing, inky black shadow leap up from the ground behind her, pulling her back and binding her to the tree securely, more tendrils of shadow wrapping around her mouth and eyes. She still clutches my sword and I grab the hilt, wrenching it from her grasp and slamming the pommel of it into her chest before sheathing it again. I must teach her what happens when she steals from me. I squeeze my hand by my side and the tendrils of shadow squeeze her tighter, the bark of the tree groaning and cracking, the strain evident on her face. Suddenly her face goes lax and, after a moment, I relax my entire body and the tendrils of shadow disappear.

	The girl drops unceremoniously to the ground, and I cross my arms across my chest. I will not be mistaken for a fool and believe another ploy or trick she has up her sleeve. I take a slow, deep breath and close my eyes for a moment, removing myself from the present. In the span of a few minutes, this girl has ruined my entire day—all because I was careless. What did it matter to me if the girl was devoured by the wolf? Nothing. It didn’t matter at all. Then why? Why did I have to save her? I grit my teeth and shake my head, opening my eyes with a snarl—simply careless! I clench my fists and grind my boot into the ground. The small amount of light that is able to filter through the thick leaves of the trees is growing smaller until it fades slowly away, the creaking of my tightening leather gloves mixing with the hissing and snapping of the shadows circling my feet. I stomp

	 

	
 

	 

	my foot and they snap up at me, then slink back down under the fire in my gaze, hissing restlessly, but slinking away all the same. The girl squirms and my eyes widen slightly, unclenching my fists; she is more resilient than I thought. My body tenses, hand on my sword, as I wait for her to wake; when she does, she will have wished that she had been crushed. Her eyes flutter open and she tilts her head up at me, looking at me blearily.

	“What…where am I?” she groans, rubbing her head and sitting up. She looks at me again and I hold the hilt of my sword tighter; what game is she playing? The shadows slink into the ground and begin to creep toward her from behind when she asks, “Do you know where I am?” in a voice more polite than my ears have heard in this land of dead legends. The shadows withdraw and my hand unclenches while I look deep into her eyes and delve into her consciousness, being careful to not alert her to my mental presence inside her mind. The result is even more surprising than her survival of the shadows: her mind is completely blank—a clean slate.

	That’s not...it can't be possible—at least it shouldn’t be possible! I delve deeper, and the girl whimpers as I push further, though her mindscape remains unchanging. This shouldn't be possible! I grit my teeth and growl in annoyance. Why is there nothing?! She cannot hide what she has done from me! She slumps over crying and gives a shriek that provokes no pity as I slither deeper into her, probing out at every opportunity. I will leave no stone unturned. This girl has stolen from and insulted me, and now she dares to think that she can hide her crimes from me! I will not be denied by this...blank nothing.

	I blink away sweat, my hands trembling as I grip her hard enough to leave bruises, the shadows snapping at me insistently. Reveal yourself to me!

	The shadows leap at the girl and I grab them, squeezing them until they whimper and go limp. “Do not interfere,” I growl, turning my attention back to her. I resume my efforts, the shadows slinking away, spitting angrily. The deeper I must go into this nothingness, the more difficult it is to keep a hold on myself; I will not lose myself to a vacuum. Red clouds my vision and I gasp out, severing the link.

	 

	
 

	 

	I stand up, shaking, wiping blood from my mouth, eying the girl warily. There is something in her after all; curious.

	After a few moments, she stirs and sits up, looking up at me. “I’m sorry... I seemed to…I don’t know…I…”

	I sit down and nod. This girl represents something unique; she is broken and unknown to even herself. She can be molded in any way I desire; her fate rests in my hands. I tilt my head slightly, my eyes flashing. I will make her strong, and she will support me. She will be a pillar upon which I can build. But now, she is mere dust; she will have to be handled with care.

	“It’s alright,” I say soothingly. She looks down at the ground and I break the silence. “Do you remember anything?”

	“No,” she says, softly shaking her head. “I feel like something was in my head…but the last thing I remember is waking up and seeing you.”

	“It seems you have a case of amnesia,” I say and she frowns; she will never trust me if I can't convince her that I know what is wrong with her and present a solution to that problem. “I don’t know how long it will last, but these things normally take time; I get the feeling this has happened to you before but you may not know it.”

	“How did I get here?” she asks again looking at me.

	Without hesitation, I say, “I honestly have no idea.” She frowns again. “I found you here, passed out, covered in slime. I looked around the surrounding area and found the dead body of a wolf, split open along the stomach.” She says nothing, and I hold up one of her daggers. “I also found this,” setting it in front of her as her eyes widen.

	“I don’t remember that,” she says, picking up the dagger and turning it slowly. “Did I kill it? Am I a killer?”

	“I don’t presume to know anything about your past,” I say; she can know nothing of what I know. Considering her behavior, this shouldn’t be too difficult to conceal; the problem will be having her use her skills without triggering any memories of her past—if there are any memories to trigger. “However, what I do know is that you can make a future for yourself, independent of your past. Even if you were a killer, you don’t remember and can’t be held responsible.” I tap

	 

	
 

	 

	the dagger with a finger and she blinks. “What you do now determines who you will become.”

	“How will I even remember who I am though? What if this happens again?” Her hand tightens around the dagger; I tilt her chin up slowly so that I’m looking into her eyes. I resist the urge to grab her throat, my fingers tensing slightly; old habits. The girl before me is not the same one as before; I must keep that in mind going forward.

	I force calm into my voice, “I can make it to where you retain your memories from this encounter on, but I cannot guarantee success.”

	She ponders it for a moment then nods. “Alright, do it.”

	I slowly move my hands to hold her head, and I squeeze, my fingers digging into her skull. “Are you sure? You lose nothing if you do not wish to; it will be an extremely painful process,” I warn; I must convince her that I only have her wellbeing in mind.

	“I'm sure,” she says firmly, hands tightening into fists. “If I don't do this now, then I will be losing everything I would have gained if I had gone through with it. I stand to lose my future, an entire life time. I have no idea how long I've been this way but...I...I can't continue on not being able to remember yesterday.” Her eyes look into me and in them I see something I thought I would never see again. I shake my head slightly; no, that is past. Now I must do what is necessary to make the past present again. She has resolve; it will help her overcome the pain. Most likely.

	I force my way into her mind roughly. Despite that, she gives no resistance, and I faintly register her pain; a mere indulgence I partake in for the annoyance she caused earlier. My more human traits cannot all be suppressed I suppose. I delve deeper, my probe becoming a drill as it bores down into her mind, past the layer she remembers; I am not interested in those few paltry minutes of remembrance. I clamp down forcefully on any memories that try to suppress themselves as I dig deeper; no part of her will deny me from this point on. She is mine, and I will do as I see fit; do not dare hide from me! Though she starts to shake in my hands, I continue to go deeper into her mind, relying on her resolve to hold her together. She may be able to hide things from herself, willingly or not, but no amount of subconscious

	 

	
 

	 

	shall hide anything from me; there will be no more secrets.

	Something bars my way and I grit my teeth, forcing myself against it until my ears register her screams. Her hand shoots out to grab my arm, her skin touching the barest sliver of my exposed skin. I gasp, roaring into her; not this! My eyes widen briefly before I screw them shut, snarling, shoving past the barrier and then down and planting an anchor. I yank myself away, gasping, my eyes flying open to behold like fresh lenses to an old world. Her eyes are a brilliant green hue. Like emeralds, they sparkle and shine; it can only be the late noon sun that makes them look orange for a fraction of a second. Determination lives within her once again—determination that I will use. “Thank you,” she says and then seems to notice the state of her clothes. “Do you have any spare clothes?”

	I stand up slowly and remove my pack, taking out a spare outfit that matches mine and tossing it to the ground. She looks up at me and I cross my arms; she clears her throat, but I don’t move.

	“Would you turn around?” she asks. I remain steadfast and she takes the clothes, standing up. “Please?”

	“It does nothing for me to watch you undress,” I say. “But if it makes you feel any better, I’ll turn around; make it quick.” I turn around and take this moment to think about my next move. I will have to be considerate if I wish to retain her trust, and I must keep our previous dispute hidden. If she even senses that what I have said is not true, then I will have to once again adjust my plans. They have already changed to suit this course of action, and it would be more than a minor inconvenience if they had to undergo another transformation. The wind shakes off a few of the bright, dying leaves as the shadows begin to creep toward me. I clench a fist, but they continue to creep forward. I do not care whether they disapprove or not of my actions—I will do as I please. I grit my teeth and they condense into a thin tendril and snake toward me; I do not tolerate disobedience! You are merely a means to an end to achieve my desires, do not forget your place! I growl low in my throat, and the tendril grows smaller still, but continues to slither toward me. I step forward and twist my heel on the tendril, feeling a burst of pain in my head, but I grind

	 

	
 

	 

	my heel down harder. I will not allow myself to slip—not now—not when I am so close. I stomp hard and the tendril disappears with a shriek, and I collapse to my hands and knees, breathing hard as my vision blurs. Why is this happening now? I grip the grass as my vision goes dark; I cannot allow myself to be weak in front of this girl! I shake my head and gnash my teeth, and my vision returns for a moment before I collapse.

	[image: Image]

	I’m high above the ground, and I look around, trying to get my bearings. I am sure that I remain in Legend Land, which is better than the alternative. I look down at my hands, my eyes widening slightly—I have no hands. I try to inspect myself, but I cannot see any of my own body. I close my eyes, knowing I must return to the girl and continue with my plan. At this crucial stage, I cannot afford to be taken away on the fancy and whims of some immortal entity; I am not at the beck and call of any being.

	“Who is doing this to me?” I call, but the only answer I receive is silence. I open my eyes and look around. “Who is doing this to me?” I repeat, raising my voice; but still no reply. “Show yourself!” I roar. I wait for a moment; nothing. A sudden buzzing is the only warning I have before I feel myself slammed downward, and I collide with the ground, the impact sending ripples of pain through my body, my limbs stiffening. I have no body, yet I interact with the world as if I do—an irritating situation. I growl, wresting control of my numb limbs from the pain; I will not be held helpless like some mere insect. I roll and swing my hand through the air, grabbing hold of an invisible something. I feel the distinct shape of fingers inside my crushing grip, and I wrap my other hand around the supposed wrist of whatever is causing the wind to howl at a bitter velocity.

	“Do not toy with me,” I growl. “I will not allow any entity to interfere with my plans.” The wind intensifies, but I will not relinquish my hold; any being that believes it can stand in my way will pay the price for its undesired meddlesomeness. “I will not stop! I will never

	 

	
 

	 

	stop! Neither you nor anyone else will ever make me stop!” A blast of energy wrenches my hands from that invisible arm, sending me flying and careening through the air. A large tree sees to my abrupt stop, and I slide to the ground. The pain is real enough, but I cannot shake the feeling of this not being my body.

	“Godkiller,” a voice whispers. I leap to my feet, but my legs give out nearly immediately, my back spasming, wracking my body with pain-induced convulsions. I tear at the grass and dirt, desperately trying to direct outward some of my pain, but to no avail. A brief distraction from the pain is afforded to me when I notice that the ground is unmarred by my frantic tearing; I latch onto this distraction, willing the pain into the background. It slowly subsides, ebbing momentarily out of focus like the tide, allowing me to rise, placing my invisible hand on the tree. I cast my gaze around for the source of the whispering voice, but I am only met with a whisper of wind. A small tinkle of laughter interrupts, and I whirl toward the direction of the sound. But only the rasping laughter of leaves scratching against one another greets me. I stand and stretch out one hand that I cannot see, but no shadows slither up from the ground. I clench my fist, eyes burning, gnashing my teeth as I redouble my efforts, but to the same result. I roar and slam my fist into the tree; is there no escape from this place? I grind my heel into the dirt deeper in time with my mounting frustration; I must have answers, or at least escape. “Godkiller.”

	I whirl around, determined to find the source of this mockery. “Who is there?” I point my finger at the air in front of me. “Show yourself!” I demand again, and a small splash of laughter serves only to infuriate me even further.

	“Godkiller,” the voice says tauntingly and I growl, clenching my fists. The shadows below me quiver slightly, their snapping and hissing beginning to rise and join the ringing in my ears. If this thing wishes to test me, then it will receive the full extent of my powers.

	“Enough!” A much deeper voice roars, and I feel an immense pressure on my skull. I grab my head, trying to stop it from being split into innumerable fragments. “You should not have done this!

	 

	
 

	 

	To interfere—” The voice breaks off suddenly, but the pressure only mounts.

	“You will pay for this!” I roar, arching my back. “When I find you, you will understand the foolishness of your actions! You will know the pain of my ultimate success!” My jaw snaps closed and I squint my eyes shut, trying to block out the pain. All pain is surmountable, all I must...all I must do... is....
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	Consciousness happens abruptly, and I feel a hand on my throat. I grab the hand and twist it, twisting my hips and rolling. I open my eyes, and I’m sitting atop the girl, her dagger at my neck. I slowly let go of her hand and she takes the dagger away from my throat, looking at me cautiously as I stand up. I must maintain trust between her and myself, and I cannot do that if I am passing out and set upon by unknown entities. There are certain risks I can no longer allow myself to take or be taken. I slowly grind my heel into the ground as the wind picks up; carelessness will no longer be tolerated.

	“What happened?” she asks. I don’t respond, and she takes a step closer. “Why did you faint? Why did you attack me?”

	“Your hand was on my throat,” I say, and she looks away. 

	“I was checking your pulse,” she says.

	Maybe I won’t have to regain as much of her trust as I initially thought.

	“Where I come from, it is unwise to fall asleep around others; the ones who survive learn to be on constant alert, even in their sleep. That’s how I survived,” She crosses her arms and I take a step forward; her jaw clenches and I stop. “I didn’t mean you any harm; I am sorry.” I dip my head in her direction. Rarely do I ever apologize, and when I do, it is never wise to spurn it. The sound of her slipping her dagger in her boot reaches my ears and I straighten up, my shoulders tense; she must accept the apology.

	As much as I am willing to invest in this girl, I will not sacrifice my honor; not for her, nor anyone else.

	 

	
 

	 

	“It’s alright,” she says walking over to a tree. “I just feel…I feel like there’s something inside me trying to get out; and if I let myself slip, it might just escape.” I walk over to her and put my hand on her shoulder gently.

	“I know how you feel,” I say softly, and I feel her relax underneath my hand. I quickly remove my hand and take a step back, turning away. “I do have one last question,” she says. “Actually, I have a lot of questions.” If she does not get her thoughts in order, I shall have to do that for her; that would not be pleasant. “Ask one,” I say turning around. “What’s your name?” she asks.

	I take a deep breath—my name? I tap my foot once and then answer.

	“Mister E,” I say, twisting it around slightly in my mouth to see how it tastes. Her mouth twitches slightly. “Do you find that amusing?” I ask, a thinly laced edge creeping into my voice.

	“No,” she says, shaking her head, her bright red locks swaying, and I clench my fists; the shadows begin to creep toward her but I let out a breath slowly, relaxing, and they retreat. One tendril stays behind; I glare at it, and it retreats quickly. I will tolerate no more infighting today.

	“Good,” I say, scooping up my pack and tossing it to her; she catches it and slings it over her shoulder. “I have one stop to make, and then I will take you to the nearest village,” I put my hand on a tree and I curl my fingers; I was hoping to be alone for this particular visit, but it should serve as an opportunity to test the girl.

	“I heard you muttering something while you were unconscious,” she says, walking after me. “You kept saying ‘Godkiller’; what does that mean?”

	I stand still for a moment, feeling pressure inside of me begin to build, and I clench my fists, forcing myself to start walking, my legs moving stiffly, my entire body tense. “That is two questions,” I say through clenched teeth, and I speed up, walking quicker into the forest.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER

	TWO

	 

	 

	I slip out of the clothes covered in guts and who knows what else, dressing myself in the proffered clothes. I sneak a glance back at the man who gave them to me, looking him over quickly. That man in black, with eyes even darker than his hair, like two shards of obsidian—I shake my head, quickly slipping on the boots. I don't remember a thing, yet I seem to know clearly what something like obsidian is; if I don't remember anything, how can I still speak? Why don't I have the mind of a baby? Why do I know what a baby is when I don't know my own name? Why is this happening to me? Who am I? What is all of this? What...no, you're panicking. Stop it. Just...just stop it. You're going to spiral, and you can't do that; just take a deep breath. I take a deep breath in through my nose, tying the laces on my boots, clearing my mind. There, that's better. I have to try to do this rationally, or I'll panic and spiral again. What do I know? I know a lot of things about common things, just not about myself. I know what a tree is, but not my name. I know how to speak and think like an adult, but I don't know what my favorite color is. I know what color is, but I don't know where I'm from. I don't know anything about myself! Do I have family? Where am I from? Stop it! My breath shudders in and out; I wipe my eyes, patting my boots. I can't help but panic, trying to remember what I know or don't know; it feels like my mind is blank, a clean slate. But deep down, there's...

	 

	
 

	 

	there's...something, there's something there. In the farthest reaches of my mind, deep down inside, I know. I just...I just...

	Stop! You're hyperventilating; don't do that. Hyperventilating; I know what hyperventilating is! I focus on my breathing and think. Hyperventilating: the act of hyperventilation; to breathe at an abnormally rapid rate. I blink; I know that to a dot.

	There's a thump behind me, and I turn quickly; he collapsed, that slender man in black. I look at him, sprawled out on the ground; he's defenseless. I look down at the dagger he had given me, turning it over slowly. He said it was mine; this was...this is my dagger. This is a link to who I was…was I a killer? I run my finger along the edge of the blade, transfixed by the sharp gleam it has to it; have I killed? Has this dagger taken a life before? How many have I killed? One? Two? Ten? Dozens? I drop the dagger, hands trembling; I can't be a killer! I...can I? It doesn't matter if you were a killer; get a grip on yourself. He treated me with kindness, and I should do the same. I turn him onto his back and look at his face; even unconscious he looks serious, focused, determined.

	Without realizing what I'm doing, I put my hand to his neck and nod; he's alive. I stop, looking down at my hand; I did that without thinking. How many times have I done that before? Why would I need to automatically check for a pulse? How many...how many times have I needed to confirm that there was none? I look between his face and my dagger, keeping my hand on his throat, his pulse beating steadily against my fingers. What would the old me have done in this situation? I take a deep breath, trying to reach for that place inside of me, the place that just knows. The old me would have...she would have...I don't know! I huff, grabbing my dagger looking at the man; he's a mystery, that's for sure. Everything is a mystery to me right now, unless it's something I already know, which isn't a lot, except for a lot of things. I groan, putting my hand to my head; this is hard. Trying to grasp the situation just makes my head pound like my brain is trying to escape. I'm probably dehydrated; that part of me that just seems to know tells me I'm well aware of what dehydration feels like. “Godkiller,” the man whispers in a soft croak. I scamper back over

	 

	
 

	 

	to him, putting my hand on his throat; his pulse has sped up slightly, but he's still unconscious. “Godkiller,” he whispers again, beginning to repeat himself; he talks in his sleep? Is he asleep? I move my hand up to peel back his eyelid but stop; that might be rude. After all, I just met him. He wasn't going to turn around for you—you can't be sure what his definition of rude is. Well my definition of rude would include peeling back the eyelid of a man I've only just met, thank you very much. I begin to move my hand back down—no, I'll just keep watch so that nothing happens. The wind blows softly over me, and I look around; it sure is peaceful out here. I think I'd like to live in a place like this; some part of my mind rebels at the thought of settling down, but I shake my head. Oh hush, you don't know what you want, you don't even know who you are.

	I feel his pulse quicken underneath my fingertips and suddenly he's on top of me, pinning one hand in a painfully tight grip my other hand nearly a blur, my dagger suddenly at his throat. My dagger at his throat? How did I react so quickly? He opens his eyes and lets go of my hand, standing up. I do the same, looking at him cautiously; he did me a kindness, and I returned the favor. Now he's done me an unkindness; should I return that favor as well? What would I do if I knew who I was? Maybe the best thing to do is just let him explain himself, then I can decide what I want to do.

	“What happened?” I ask, but when he doesn't respond I pause; maybe I should just leave him alone. No, he attacked me, I have a right to know why; I'm still a person, even if I don't remember ever being one. “Why did you faint? Why did you attack me?”

	“Your hand was on my throat,” he says, and I look away. I had done that without thinking; had I provoked him? I gave him the chance to explain himself, I should explain myself; he did just attack me without provocation. I shouldn't give him provocation; he's interesting. Maybe a little too dangerous for me though. You like it though.

	“I was checking your pulse,” I reply. He seems satisfied with my response, and I feel a small amount of relief inside; why do I feel relief? What part of me decides that I should feel relieved by his satisfaction? I'd like to trade that in for some memories please.

	 

	
 

	 

	“Where I come from, it is unwise to fall asleep around others; the ones who survive learn to be on constant alert, even in their sleep. That’s how I survived,” he says.

	I fold my arms across my chest; that's an explanation I guess, sort of. He still attacked me for no reason. What are you going to do about it? Nothing, for now. He steps forward, and I feel my jaw clench without my consent. If my body keeps responding without me telling it to, how can I expect to learn who I am now?! My body keeps thinking it's somebody else, but I don't remember who that person is.

	“I didn't mean you any harm; I am sorry,” he says, then he dips his head at me.

	If he apologizes, I should forgive him. That's the proper thing to do, or at least that's what my mind thinks. Shut up, you don't even remember my favorite color, you don't get to make decisions. I frown; now I'm arguing with myself. That's nothing new, deary. It is to me! Well I'm sure it's going to get irritating quite soon; god knows it already has for one of us. Oh, his head is still dipped; he probably wants me to accept his apology. Alright, fine; he may have attacked me without provocation, but he also saved me without any as well. I bend to return the slight bow and notice a small groove in one of the boots I'm wearing; I slip my dagger in it and stand up. That's handy; thank you past self.

	“It's alright,” I say and he stands up straight. I walk over to a tree, looking up; he attacked me, but I put the dagger to his throat. I didn't think about it; I didn't tell my body to do it; it just did. Some part of me reacted to the situation. I put my hands on the tree; I don't know how, but my body knows what to do, even if my mind isn't entirely sure of what I should do. “I just feel…I feel like there’s something inside me trying to get out, and if I let myself slip, it might just escape.” That part of me down inside, the part that reacts...I don't know what it'll do if I let it loose. I'm not sure I could, and I know I don't want to, but...do I even have a choice in the matter? This body feels familiar but so strange at the same time, filled with different responses and actions than I want it to make, but what do I want? What do I really want anyway? Want is built up over a lifetime of needs, cravings,

	 

	
 

	 

	and desires inspired from experience, recalled by memory—memory which I do not have; what do I even want? You know what you want. No I don't! If I did, I wouldn't be thinking these thoughts right now, and I probably wouldn't be arguing with myself about it! Whatever you say. I feel a hand on my shoulder and momentarily tense, my hands clenching at the tree.

	“I know how you feel,” he says softly from behind me. Even through his glove, I can feel the heat of his hand, soaking into me; I let myself relax under his touch. Human touch—it feels...nice; I wish he wasn't wearing his gloves. No! He is a stranger. No. He quickly removes his hand, and I feel a little grateful, but a large part of me mourns the loss. Hush—you don't know what you want, because I don't know what I want. Nobody knows what they really want; the world is just broken like that. Maybe I'm just broken. I peel a piece of bark off, turning around; I have to focus. I look at him and study his face; it's so serious, so focused. It's like he's staring a hole into me, and I couldn't possibly hide from him; it's all I can do to suppress a shudder. You know you don't want to hide from those eyes. That is not helpful or even remotely related to the situation. I still don't even know his name! I blink; his name. I don't know my name, nor his; I can change part of that at least.

	“I do have one last question,” I say. “Actually, I have a lot of questions.” I probably have millions of questions; maybe not millions, but thousands. Hundreds. Okay, maybe just dozens.

	“Ask one,” he says. He sure does like telling me what to do; I don't know how I feel about that. You don't like it. I said I don't know how I feel about it, and I mean it...but it is a little rude.

	“What's your name?” He pauses; if I knew my name, I wouldn't want to tell a complete stranger either. Then again, maybe if I knew my name I'd scream it to the heavens. Heavens? I'd tell a lot of people. Probably. Maybe you would, maybe. I'd dance about it; do I know how to dance?

	“Mister E,” He answers, and I suppress a smile, the corner of my mouth twitching. That's a very...interesting name. It's hilarious and ridiculous. No, it's just interesting. Ridiculous. It's interesting! I swallow

	 

	
 

	 

	hard; I wonder if my name is that ridiculous. See? It's a hilarious name. I mean, interesting. I wonder if my name is that interesting. “Do you find that amusing?” I hear the edge in his voice. I'd be touchy too if I had a ridiculous name like that. At least he has a name!

	“No,” I say, shaking my head; I shouldn't find it funny. It's rude to laugh at people's names in front of them. Of course, just do it behind their back, that's so much more polite. It is! There's obviously much you still have yet to learn about the world. You don't have to be so snide about it. “Good,” he says, scooping up his pack and tossing it to me. I catch it without meaning to and sling it over my shoulder without thinking about it. He tells me that he has one stop to make and then he'll take me to the nearest village. I blink; what? One stop? He threw me his pack? Does he think I'm going with him? You want to. I just met him. I cannot stress that point to myself enough; I just met the man. He saved me, then passed out, then attacked me; he's not predictable. Right now, I need something predictable; I'm probably unstable. It's very likely, yes. And he's dangerous. That has nothing to do with my decision. It has a lot to do with it; he's dangerous and dark and mysterious. And you want to know why. I do not. Do to. Do not. Do to. Notnotnotnotnot. I nod to myself; there, that should do it. Though I do suppose I could keep him company, maybe he can tell me where I might be able to get help with my memory. And he's dark and mysterious. That's not why! Don't forget dangerous. I sigh; I have to get my thoughts in order soon. I'm not sure I can live with these constant annoying remarks in my head. Rude.

	“I heard you muttering something while you were unconscious,” I say, walking after him; I guess I'll go with him after all. Just for this one thing though. Uh huh, okay, you tell yourself that. Just this one thing. “You kept saying 'Godkiller'; what does that mean?” He stops, his body tensing up; did I cross a line? It seems like a more personal topic than his name, at least.

	“That is two questions,” he says, continuing to walk. I suppose I deserved that. I speed up to catch up with him. Just this one stop, then the nearest village.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER

	THREE

	 

	 

	The girl crouches next to me behind some brush as I pull out my sword; I can feel that strong presence near the cabin, which is unfortunately very familiar. I begin to stand when the girl speaks up. “What is this place?” she whispers, and I stop, dropping back down into a crouch.

	“It is a witch’s cabin,” I whisper. Her eyes widen, “A witch?!”

	I clamp a hand over her mouth and force her onto her back. “Keep your voice low,” I hiss softly. “I will not be killed because of you, do you understand me?” She nods and I let go of her. She sits up and resumes her crouch, pulling out her dagger. I frown and stand up; something is...off. I reach out with one hand and grab at the air, small tendrils of shadow snaking down my arm and across the air; I wrench my hand back and the tendrils dig into the air, then retreat back up my arm quickly. The air shimmers for a moment, and then a new scene is revealed to me as I peel away the illusion.

	Several trees have been blown away; the cabin lies in broken, shredded pieces of wood; and the ground is scorched in several places. A young man lies on the ground, surrounded by moving corpses, but I quickly look past him and focus on my objective—the witch. She hovers over a small, injured, cowering dog, her hands glowing with bright green light.

	
 

	 

	“You will no longer control me!” She shrieks, her greasy black hair flying about in the howling wind, her green, warted face contorted in rage. I sweep my hand through the air, and several tendrils of shadow shoot out from the forest, wrapping around the witch, pulling her to the ground. Her attention turns to me, and her eyes narrow; green light begins to glow around her, and I grit my teeth, clenching my fist, forcing her dark bonds to stay. The light grows brighter, and I strain, arm trembling—not now, not this time. You are mine. You will not stand in my way; my desire reaches its culmination today. There is no warning when an explosion of green light fills the air, ripping the shadows to shreds, throwing me backward. I roll and stand up, looking to the girl.

	“Keep those corpses off me,” I snarl. She stands up; she shows no fear or hesitation about going into battle—this is good. I shake my head, turning back to the witch. Focus. I will not distract myself now, no matter how interesting of a case she may be.

	“What about him?” she asks, pointing to the young man. “Leave him,” I retort, running at the witch.

	“We can’t just abandon him like this!” she shouts at me.

	I will not debate this with a human! She has no scope of the time that has been invested into the events that have led to this very moment; that man is not even worth my consideration. My only concern now is that witch; I have no time for others. I roll underneath a bolt of green energy, slashing at her feet. She leaps into the air to avoid my attacks and rises higher, hurling bolts of green energy at me. I dash out of the way, taking a quick step backward, the shadows coiling underneath me like a spring. I go flying through the air, the wind whipping my hair, bolts of energy crackling near my face, and the smell of burnt ozone filling my nostrils. I close my eyes, spreading my arms, letting the sun warm my face. The thrill of combat, the pumping adrenaline, the blood roaring in my ears—this is peace. I open my eyes as I land behind the witch, clenching my fist. Shadows swirl up toward her, quickly wrapping around her feet and slamming her into the ground. She shrieks loudly, struggling against her bondage, my steps measured and slow as I near her.

	 

	
 

	 

	“Kill...that witch,” I hear a voice from behind me, deep but pained. “Kill that—”

	I wave my hand sharply, several soft thuds and soft hisses abruptly stopping the sentence; no distractions. I kneel next to the witch and she freezes, her breaths short and shallow, eyes wide, darting about; there will be no escape, witch. I softly caress the side of her poisonously green cheek, moving a strand of matted black hair from her forehead. “You know what I desire,” I whisper into her ear. “I know that you are the only one who has knowledge of its whereabouts. Tell me where it is.”

	“I have no idea what you're talking about,” she hisses, writhing in her bonds. I slam my fist on the ground, and the tendrils squeeze her tighter, constricting her slowly. I bring my face close to hers, her skin turning a noxious shade of blue, growling low in my throat.

	“Do not lie!” I hiss back with vehemence, boring into her with my eyes. I grab her throat and squeeze, the material of my gloves creaking audibly, her eyes bugging out of her head as her system is further deprived of oxygen. “You know where it is. You will tell me where it is!” I release her throat, my blade slowly drawing closer. I will get the information I desire, one way or another.

	“I was that dog's indentured servant for longer than I can remember,” she gasps. “That pain is far worse than any you could inflict upon me.” She cackles madly, arching her back within the shadows. “We will see,” I spit, sheathing my sword as I stand, extending my hands over her. I can feel the hunger of the shadows holding her— their desire for a meal, a respite from the blood drought I imposed on them. I will see to their satisfaction.

	I circle my hands above her, the shadows moving in bands across her form; I will keep my eyes open. I want to see this. They slowly snake their way up her form; she twists her neck and head, trying to keep the shadows from covering her face. Her efforts are in vain. As my hands raise slightly, the shadows wrap around her head like dark strips of linen. My hands snap into fists, and I grit my teeth, my eyes rolling back in my head as her screams assault me. I will tear this information from your diseased skull, witch. My mind is

	 

	
 

	 

	bombarded with bits of random imagery, scraps of information; her screams boring into me like the constant whine of a drill. I gnash my teeth, dropping to my knees beside her, holding the bands of shadow in a death grip. Silence! Oh god how I want silence! I shake my head, squeezing the shadows tighter. Relinquish what I want, witch, then give me blessed silence! Her mind fights me, throwing her pains at me; that pain is not mine! 

	“Mister E!”

	I cannot lose focus now! I redouble my efforts, pushing back against her memories; she knows nothing of true pain. I feel her resistance fading, her shrieks growing fainter.

	“Mister E!”

	Through blurred vision, I look behind me to see the girl fending off zombies in an increasingly desperate manner, trying to drag the young man with her at the same time. I turn my attention back to the witch; I am so close! If I continue to push...

	The girl's cries pierce my wall of concentration. No, not her! She will survive; I must focus.

	Again her pleas for help slam into me like the fiery wreckage of a train gone out of control; why? Oh god why must this happen now?! I slam my palms onto the witch's body, her screams growing louder, green light glowing beneath the bands of shadow. Damn this connection! I remove trembling hands from the witch's body, tilting my head up with a sigh. I will find you again witch, I swear it.

	Slowly I stand, turning to the moving corpses swarming the girl, still trying to drag that injured young man away. With measured steps I cover the distance, unsheathing my sword along the way. I spin one of the corpses to me and, with a barely detectible movement, decapitate the putrid thing. I grip another by the throat, hurling it towards another, my sword dispatching two more with a single stroke. I sheath my blade, leaping into the tangle of corpses. She escaped! The witch eluded me again! Blood coats my cloak. I let her escape; the information is gone. My plan is set back once more! I roar, gore spattering my face. Gone! I stand, trembling, the decimated remains of corpses surrounding

	 

	
 

	 

	me, grass drenched in blood, my gore-soaked form nearly indistinguishable from one of my undead victims. I turn to the girl, and she takes a step back. I saved her worthless life—I can take it as well. Before she can blink, I wrench the injured man away from her, tossing him amongst the re-dead; let him cease and rot. She starts indignantly toward me, but I stop her movements with a hand at her throat, shoving her backwards.

	“I told you to leave him,” I growl, pointing a blood spattered finger at her.

	“I couldn’t leave him to die! He had nothing to do with your fight!” She steps up to my finger, glaring at me.

	I slowly lower my hand, my arms stiff at my sides; I cannot allow myself to move now, for what I might do.

	“You can’t just let innocent people die,” she says.

	“There are always casualties,” I reply coldly, and she takes a step back, scowling. “You do not get to decide who lives and who dies. You cost me a chance I have waited countless years for; I will not tolerate your sympathy. He was here before us, and unconscious; he should have died! The weak will perish, and on them the strong will build a platform upon which they can stand; that is the way of this world. The weak serve no purpose here and will only be trampled. Sympathy is a weakness which will only get you killed. Are you one of the weak?”

	She glares up, taking a step toward me; she does not know when to back down. “Sympathy is not a weakness,” she growls.

	“It nearly got you killed!” I shouldn't even argue with this girl. “It also saved my life!” She retorts. I remain silent and she continues, pointing her finger at me; I crush the desire to snap it like a twig. “Having sympathy does not make you weak, it makes you human. If sympathy didn't exist, I wouldn't be able to retain memories, and an innocent man would be dead.”

	I hold her gaze; she mistakes sympathy for usefulness. Objects are useful. People are useful. She has the potential to be useful, though that will never be if she does not trust me. I have found that witch in the past, and I will do so again; never have I encountered a creature like this girl. She will come to trust me in time, and in time she

	 

	
 

	 

	will become invaluable; for that prospect, I must quell my anger. In my peripheral vision, I watch the shadows slink down the trees and into the ground; I cannot deny them a meal much longer. I lower my voice, nodding my head at her; I cannot always acquiesce to this girl, but time will soon render that option unnecessary. And time is something I have plenty of.

	“You cannot save everyone,” I say softly, taking a step forward. She takes a step backward, and I raise both my hands slightly in a subtle sign of placation. “You do not yet know who you are, and saving someone else will not give you sudden insight into your past or your very being. No one can blame you for being human, but only by spending time with yourself and with someone who can provide links to the past can you know more about yourself. You cannot help anyone if you are not willing to help yourself.”

	There is still fire burning in her eyes, but I know she feels my point; I do not want to douse those flames. Fire can easily be kindled in any random individual, but it is far rarer for that fire to remain in the face of adversity. I will keep that fire in her, and she will use it for me. She will question everyone save me, and she will use that fire, risking life and limb for the pursuit of my goals. I must carefully choose my next words, or all of that could be lost.

	“The fact that you want to save someone says something about yourself that I could never teach you.”

	Her head lifts up, acceptance and satisfaction registering side-by-side with that fire. Admitting your own faults is normally guaranteed to grant forgiveness; the admission itself need not be true, they must simply believe it is.

	“I am willing to help you find out more about yourself. When I journeyed into your mind, I was able to receive bits and pieces—a jumble of fragments from your mind. It's not complete, and I'm not sure it will ever be, but I am working through them. If you are willing, I will share what I can with you. I have already gleaned something, though it is small; if you wish, I will tell you.”

	She looks at me cautiously, then cautiously hopeful; she will want to know. That same trait in her that will not allow her to back down

	 

	
 

	 

	will never allow her not to know.

	She tilts her head down, hiding her eyes from me; she must accept the offer. She gives a quick nod as I thought she would.

	“As I said, it is small, but I was able to discover your name. And, if you are willing to remain with me as a student, I will hopefully be able to discover even more about you, Scarlett.”

	Her eyes widen and she steps back; I can practically hear her heart hammering in her chest as her breathing comes in short, quick gasps. I can feel the gears turning in her head, the emotions slamming into her; fear, uncertainty, distrust, but prominently among them: hope. Hope that I am telling the truth, hope that this is just the beginning of knowledge about herself, and hope that one day she will be lucky enough to know herself as well as the common beggar does.

	I look her directly in the eyes; sometimes liars believe their own lies so they can tell them better; I have no need for such methods. People will see what they want to see, and all I have to do is make sure that I can match their mental image—an easy enough task, though a grain of truth is always an ideal place to build from. A single truth is all that she needs for her to believe me; in this case, even a name, as long as it is the truth, will suffice. Whatever comes after, true or not, she will readily accept as long as she knows there is a grain of truth for her to cling to.

	She takes a half step forward but then stops; she wants to trust me to accept what I have said—but she cannot quite bring herself to do it. The last thing I need on my hands in addition to her sympathy is a trusting, compassionate idiot; I would much rather have her cautious, that way I can be sure that her trust will not be gained easily by others, and she will not be used against me in the future. I take a full step forward, and this time she doesn’t back away. I complete the motion she could not, bridging the gap between us; behind her back, the shadows wriggle, creeping toward us. I put my hands on Scarlett’s shoulders and they stop, retreating back; this girl will be my student, I am sure of it.

	“I know it’s not much, but it’s a start; you have to start somewhere. Now that we—” I must create a sense of connection with

	 

	
 

	 

	her, and constantly reinforce it “—know your name, we can begin the journey to finding more about your past and who you were. You have to remember that who you were is not as important as who you are,” Creating a signification on the present allows present loyalties and actions to later be weighed over whatever I allow her to discover from her past. “To do so requires a certain amount of faith; I have faith in your abilities and have shown that. Just earlier I put my life in your hands,” I take my hands off her shoulders, taking a small step away from her.

	“I have risked life and limb to protect you, Scarlett. I have shown a certain amount of faith, loyalty, and devotion to you. I will help you, but I expect the same in return,” I turn her around so she can look at the young man, looking battered and defeated even in his unconscious state. The sun has begun to set, casting long shadows on the clearing, nearly hiding the young man in a blanket of darkness. Scarlett watches, unmoving as the shadows extend, darkening the trees to a more evil characteristic and now hiding the young man completely from her sight, forgotten under the shadows, amid the corpses.

	“You cannot save everyone, Scarlett, but I am giving you a chance to save yourself.”

	She turns, looking up at me, biting her lip. She stands on the precipice of a decision that will change the rest of her life; but with no facts to help make the correct decision, she will solely have to rely on her feelings. Fortunately, like the things many people take for absolute fact, feelings can be manipulated.

	“You wish to help people, Scarlett?” I look into her eyes, her green irises sparkling brightly even in the impending night. It is difficult to communicate need and weakness where none exist, but I am quite resourceful. “Help me.” Making a person feel needed and valuable is paramount when gaining the trust of an individual; creating weakness within myself makes her feel responsible for me. The lengths I will go to in order to ensure my plans are met sometimes astounds even myself. “I desperately need a student to help me—someone I can pass my knowledge and skills onto. I cannot do everything myself,” Whatever needs to be said I will say, and whatever needs to be done

	 

	
 

	 

	I will do. Neither morality nor the truth will impede the progress of my plan. “And maybe we can help others too.” I will not go out of my way to help someone who has done nothing to deserve it, nor will I instill that desire in a student of mine. But even an appeal to what will surely be a temporary sense of sympathy can gain trust.

	Scarlett nods, stepping back and dipping her head slightly lower. “Alright,” she says quietly; I gesture for her to begin walking, and she doesn’t hesitate in doing so. She walks, entirely upright, her head up high, shoulders square, not looking back once. The shadows snake toward her, and I stomp my foot, growling low; they stop hissing and retreat slowly. I allow myself, for once, to feel content, even if but for a brief moment. I let out a long breath of air and clear my mind. Closing my eyes, I feel the stillness around me save the steps of Scarlett. Carnage may lay behind me, but only possibility lies ahead. There is a certain peace in that.

	 

	
CHAPTER

	FOUR

	 

	 

	I stare down at the floor; I can't believe it—my name! I know my name. I know something about who I was, who I can be now. The first piece has dropped into place, and I—I don't know how I feel. I shake my head, tears dropping onto the floor, creating small, dark spots. Scarlett. My name is Scarlett. I am Scarlett. The person I am and will forever be from now on is Scarlett. With the tears comes something more; the whirlwind hits me. My shoulders slump and I sob, holding my face in my hands; my name is Scarlett. I smile, looking up at the ceiling, falling back onto the bed.

	My name is Scarlett! I stand up, wiping the tears from my eyes, and I move my arms and legs a little. I began shaking my head back and forth, whipping my hair about as I squirm in place. You are a horrible dancer. I laugh, tears dripping onto the floor; my name is Scarlett! What happened to the heavens? I wiggle my arms and scoot my feet back a little, then shake my arms over my head. You're being entirely irrational at this point. I shake my head, not caring; I know a little of who I was, and that's enough. I collapse backward onto the bed, breathing heavily, my eyes red and swollen, my jaw aching from smiling so wide, but I feel good. I feel so good; my heart hammers life into my limbs, and I feel that I can enjoy that life. You didn't enjoy yourself earlier? Not even—I shut that part out. I feel protests in that part of me that seems to know, but I completely disregard it;

	 

	
 

	 

	not now. I look around the room; other than the bed, it's completely empty and bare.

	Mister E had taken me to his house immediately after we fought the witch—well, after he fought the witch. I close my eyes, gripping the sheets hard; he fought the witch, but I fought too. They weren't alive, but I didn't show any fear or hesitation; I just acted. I acted and reacted, killing as if it were second nature. They weren't really alive though, so was it really killing? Can I use that to justify my actions? I ended life; even if it was perverted, sick life, I ended it. I turn over on the bed, looking at the wall. I don't know which is more disturbing though—the fact that Mister E showed a complete disregard for innocent life, or that I'm now staying at his house for the foreseeable future. He wanted me to let that man die, to be ripped apart by those things, and some part of me...some part of me wanted to let him die too. I didn't though; I tried to save him, but I couldn't defend him. I caused that witch to get away, and he had to help me save that man; I caused that witch to get away.

	I twist in my bed, looking up at the ceiling again, conflicted; why? Why am I conflicted? Because I couldn't do what he asked and he's still housing me, training me? Or because I ended up abandoning that man? I abandoned him to the dark—just left him there. It was easy to do; it was scary how easy it was. The thing that bothers me...I sit up, unable to find sleep…the thing that bothers me was how much I enjoyed it all. The thrill of combat, the killing-that-wasn't-killing, the conflicting emotions then the resolution, the anger and adrenaline...I enjoyed it. No, I didn't just enjoy it. I loved it. I put my head in my hands looking at the ground trembling, tugging at my hair. My name is Scarlett, and I enjoy killing.

	 

	
CHAPTER

	FIVE

	 

	 

	“Arms up!” Scarlett’s arms tremble from the impact as I bring down the wooden blade, aiming for her head; her own wooden blade intercepts, her body doing all it can to just stop my own blow. I kick at her legs and she dances back, breaking the bladelock. I follow up with a savage swing at her torso, and she stops the blow with a vertical block. The force of the blow makes her slide back several inches, her muscles quivering. Most likely she will not be dealing with foes that possess a particular finesse when it comes to sword fighting, or a mastery of any sort of weapon. She will either be dealing with conniving low lives who would not resort to such brazen force in the first place, or opponents significantly stronger than herself; I am currently teaching her how to deal with the latter.

	“You will not be physically stronger than your opponent!” I reach forward, grabbing her arm and pulling her toward me; if this training stick was a real blade, I would surely be about to pierce her. I had debated on training her with real weapons, though now I realize that would have been a mistake. Scarlett twists in my grip, blocking my blow and jamming her elbow into my stomach. I take the force of the impact and simply pull her closer, trapping her blade arm between our bodies and holding her tightly with one hand, putting my blade to her neck. “Now you are dead,” I smack her in the throat and push her away; she stumbles, gasping for breath, mouth opening and closing

	 

	
 

	 

	like a fish that suddenly found itself on dry land. “Don't turn your back on an opponent unless they are about to meet their end.”

	Finding her breath, Scarlett stands up straight and rubs her throat, glaring at me, but remains silent. She can learn; that’s good.

	“We go again,” I say and take several steps back, assuming a reckless, unguarded stance; it is much more difficult for me to fight in such a sloppy manner than I originally thought it would be. Scarlett doesn’t complain, wearily settling back into her stance. I swing wildly at her head, cringing inwardly at having to use a sword more as a club than anything else. She ducks underneath the swing, quickly making her way behind me, slicing my ankles in the process. She smacks me in the back, and I drop my practice blade, signaling her victory. She walks into my view with a self-satisfied smirk, and I pick the blade back up; she learns quickly. A tentacle of shadow appears out of the ground, plucking her blade from her hand and giving it to me; I toss both of them aside next to the water and towels. She turns around and sees me fall into a fighting stance.

	“Now we fight without weapons?” She asks, settling into a different fighting stance, one designed more for speed than strength.

	“Everything is a weapon,” I reply, charging at her. She ducks under a wide swing and gets in close, using her smaller size as an advantage to jab me several times in the ribs before dancing back out of reach. I spin around, and she dodges an uppercut, sidestepping as I make a jab at her head. As she does, I open my hand, grabbing her hair and pulling her back in, slamming my fist into her jaw. While she is reeling, I bring her closer, throwing my knee against her stomach. I throw her to the ground, wrapping my hands around her throat, pinning her down with my weight.

	“Fight, Scarlett! Fight!” I snarl.

	She brings her knee up, jerking it into my side until my body is forced to roll away. She barely is able to roll away before I stomp at her head. I barely give her time to catch her breath before swinging at her again. She ducks underneath a left hook, and I aim a savage kick at her ankle, sending her toppling. I pin her arms behind her back, planting one knee on her chest, my free hand sliding slowly across

	 

	
 

	 

	her throat; dead. I let go of her, and she stands up slowly, nursing her jaw, a bruise starting to form.

	“Your opponents will never fight fair, and neither should you,” I will drill the same lessons into her however many times it takes before she learns them. I walk over to the towels, tossing one to her and filling a small cup with water from the bucket, handing it to her. I sit down in the dirt and she joins me, sipping the water slowly, nursing her injured jaw, thinking over the lessons. When it comes to combat, Scarlett commonly learns these lessons quickly, though there is still so much to teach. I would prefer to have taught her more before the first snow comes in, but that is drawing ever closer, and I am not yet comfortable at the thought of training in such undesirable conditions. “How did you get all of this?” She says, gesturing to everything in front of us. I take a moment to look at it all before responding. Rolling fields are laid out before us, long blades of dry grass swaying in the breeze, a lonely tree dotting the ocean of brown here and there. Beyond the fields lies the forest, an impenetrable darkness blanketing the tall, gnarled trees and thick canopy of leaves even in the bright sunlight. To my left is the large house I currently call home; dark stone walls are offset by lighter wood paneling, stained glass windows above. The roof is a combination of a classic shingled roof and medieval castle fusion, with several small turrets dotting the low-slanting roof. A single large oak door makes up the only entrance visible from the outside; wrought iron gates and a high fence surround the house itself. From the house to the edge of the forest is all my property; it is useful for impressing guests, when they are the type of guests that need impressing.

	Scarlett rubs her hands together while I form a response, her breath frosting in the air; what vulnerable creatures humans are. A sharp gust of wind snaps through the air, and Scarlett draws closer to me. After a moment, I pick up my cloak from the bench, wrapping it around her shivering form; she is no good to me sick and bed-ridden. “A great many different people owe me favors,” I finally say. Next to the house is a large dirt patch, with straw training dummies recently installed; a small shed lies next to the dirt patch, housing the newly

	 

	
 

	 

	acquired equipment I have been using to train Scarlett. She looks at me, waiting for more; the girl is never satisfied, always looking for more. I would be willing to set limits on her curiosity and desire, but right now it is more important that it be encouraged. With humans, curiosity is initially strong, then commonly withers and dies away; it would be best to entertain her curiosity for as long as possible.

	“There is a very wealthy man who, despite his enormous character flaws, holds a large amount of sway over many of the upper class residents in the Kingdom. Another man had the pleasure of being with his wife, and this nobleman found out and wanted him dead. Powerful allies should always be endeavored to be acquired, so I offered to kill the man. Upon tracking him down, however, I discovered he was head of a rather extensive underground crime syndicate.”

	“So if you killed the head of the syndicate, you would make just as powerful an enemy if you had disobeyed the nobleman,” Scarlett said. I nodded; while I initially was interested in her for her fighting skills, her intelligence has its uses as well—the main one being that I am not burdened with talking to a simpleton. It is a nice enough respite as I deal with the ignorant common folk on a regular basis. “Perhaps even more powerful, since the head of this crime syndicate was able to get into the nobleman’s house undetected,” I point out; she must be aware of these situations, for her decision making and problem solving skills will undoubtedly be tested in her service to me.

	“What did you do?” she asks inquisitively.

	I turn to Scarlett, dipping my cup into the water bucket and taking a slow sip; she is hanging onto my every word and some small part of me feels…satisfaction at that. “What do you think I did?” If you truly wish to improve a student, never stop testing or challenging them; a student is like a muscle. If you train it hard often, with brief respites in between, it will work efficiently and harder as time goes on. If you let it go and don’t train it, it will get slack and inefficient. “I think you sided with the nobleman,” she says after some thought, taking another drink of water. “There are more criminals in the Kingdom—more gangs and syndicates that you could gain favor

	 

	
 

	 

	with—but only a small noble class. If you lose your standing with them, it would be much more difficult to gain it back.”

	I nod slowly, letting her think over her answer for a moment before speaking. “What would you have done?”

	She answers without hesitation. “I would have sided with the criminal; if the nobleman isn’t good enough to keep his wife, she shouldn’t be with him. The better man shouldn’t be punished just because he was better.”

	Having a student that can see both sides of the story and yet retain her own opinion has its merits. I pat Scarlett on the shoulder, standing up, and she quickly follows suit.

	“What did you do though?” she asks.

	I pause on my walk to the house, turning back to look at her. “There’s always a third option,” I reply. “In this case, that happened to be killing a man of similar size so brutally that he couldn’t be recognized, and assuring the nobleman it was the crime lord, then helping the head of the crime syndicate set up his network in a different section of the Kingdom.”

	“Gaining you favor over both parties,” she says, sounding impressed, as she should be.

	I nod, walking back into the house.

	[image: Image]

	“Why do I even need to know this?” Scarlett glares down at the book, gripping her hair in frustration. “I can’t see how any of this will help me!”

	I stand in front of her while she sits in a wooden chair behind a small desk, trying to absorb the information from one of the many books in my possession. I breathe in deeply, the smell of ink and old paper and bound books that must be treated with care curling into my brain pleasantly; the library is my favorite room in this otherwise useless house. There is peace in it. A fireplace remains unlit; instead, windows provide all the illumination required while hundreds of

	 

	
 

	 

	volumes remain tucked away in ascending spirals, leaving no portion of the walls visible.

	“You cannot best every enemy with force,” I reply. She opens her mouth, but I continue. “Or with pleasant aesthetics.” Her mouth closes again, and I put my hands on the small desk. “Some situations will call for a more intellectual or strategic approach; that is why you need to know this.”

	“You say people are such simple creatures, but I’m having to learn a lot of things that aren't very simple to deal with them.” Scarlett says, slamming the book shut. “I’m smarter than any person you’ve met, or you wouldn’t have taken me on as your student, even if you do feel pity for me. I don’t see why I need to learn this if I’m already more intelligent than my enemies.”

	My hands slowly curl into fists and I lean back, folding my arms across my chest, carefully controlling my breathing. To suggest that I feel pity for such an insolent girl is something I’ve never been accused of; the shadows wriggle, crawling across the floor, oozing down across the books like a creeping curtain of darkness. A book falls off its place on a shelf and lands with a loud thud on the hard tile floor. I grit my teeth and the shadows whirl, placing the book back on the shelf and retreating before Scarlett can notice them as she turns around. Her eyes search, investigating every space and crevice before turning back to me.

	“It's that arrogance that will allow an enemy less intelligent than you to end your life.”

	“It's not really arrogance if it's true though,” she says with a smirk.

	I grab the desk and shove it out of the way, putting a hand on her throat, leaning her back on the rear two legs of the chair.

	“This is not a game!” I growl. I let her go and she tumbles back, the chair creaking as she stands silently, setting the chair up and moving the desk back with rigid, jerking movements, her jaw clenched. She stands next to her desk and I incline my head, but she remains standing. “Sit!” I command.

	She plops herself down onto the chair, haughtily flipping a strand of her long red hair out of her face.

	 

	
 

	 

	“I chose you because I see that you have the potential to be very intelligent and gifted,” I say, turning my back on her and removing several volumes from the shelves behind me. “You are not, by far, the most intelligent person I have ever met; you don’t even make it on the scale, student. If I am to take you with me about in the world, though, you must make it to the top position on that scale. How can you hope to possibly comprehend what is required to get your memories back if you can’t even understand basic mathematics? In addition,” I place the books on the desk and it groans under the weight, dust flying into the air, “if you are to be my student, you will not be solely dealing with humans.”

	Her eyes widen and I lean back, my eyes hard and cold now. “If you are to deal with people, as such simple creatures as they are, you must elevate yourself above them so that you cannot even call yourself ‘human’ any longer. You must be a god among mortals,” I flip open one of the books to the beginning and put my hand on her head, forcing it closer to the book. “How can you hope to fight gods and kill gods if you yourself are not one?” I jerk her head down and let go, striding to the double wooden doors and opening one.

	“To fight gods—to kill gods—must I become a Godkiller?” she asks.

	I pause, a sharp intake of breath chilling the roots of my teeth. “You do not yet understand what a Godkiller is,” I say slowly, one foot out the door now. “Godkiller. And if your training goes as planned, you will never have to.” I exit quickly, slamming the door behind me.

	[image: Image]

	I watch the door slam shut behind him, glaring at the book in front of me. Some part of me longs to know what a Godkiller is; it lurks right there in front of me, yet remains hidden. The part of me that just knows keeps trying to tell me, but I can't...I can't catch it. I shake my head and try to focus on the content of the book: I think and therefore I am. You never suffered amnesia, teacher! Everything anyone ever is or was is in their memories; and without that, I'm

	 

	
 

	 

	nothing. I try to throw myself into these things, but they just remind me how much I don't belong here. Mister E tells me that who I was is not as important as who I am now, but who I was continues to dictate my reactions! My body reacts when I don't want it to; and it won’t when I do want it to. Who I was is just as important as who I am now, in this moment.

	I feel like a ghost inhabiting a body that hasn't accepted me. People's lives are shaped by their experiences recalled by memory, but I have no memories to recall. How can I ever have a life? How do I know who I am? Who am I? I excel in combat, acting and reacting without thought; but as soon as I try to think about it, about how to improve myself when fighting, I slip out of it. It's as if my body doesn't want me to change; it is stuck in its old ways. Sometimes old, time-proven ways are best. Well they're not much use if I can't remember them; and if I can't remember them, then it's not really me. Everything I will do must be in accordance with who I am now. If make a mistake, that mistake is exploited, and then I'm dead. How do I get better if some part of me won't let me improve myself? How can I simply rely on muscle memory?

	I glare at the book, slamming it shut. I thought maybe throwing myself into studying would allow me to find something that would require me to think to excel, but I can't at excel at the material at all! Not only does my mind not know what to do, but my body has no action to take either. I glare at the book, the question running through my head: what is the answer to the conundrum that plagues Tervusius? This is the latest in Mister E's tests to see if I am truly worth his time; even after I have proved my worth and willingness, he still isn't fully convinced I should be his student. But why should he though? I always slip up eventually in combat, and I have the most difficult time grasping any material he places in front of me.

	I stand up, pacing, gripping my hair, some part of me restraining my hands, taking care not to tear any out. It would be awful if you were to go bald from a bad habit. Finally we agree on something. Baby steps, baby steps.

	Knowledge is built over what we have learned in a lifetime, but I

	 

	
 

	 

	don't remember my lifetime. For all I know I could never have existed before that day when Mister E met me. I think and therefore I am? I shake my head, slamming my palm on my desk; I think, though I'm not convinced I exist. How do I know I exist if I can't remember anything? I only have a few weeks of memory; that does not bespeak existence. I remember, and therefore I am. If that were the rule then I do not exist; I turn to look at one of the tall bookshelves. Fortunately for you that is not the case. What does it matter what I do if I do not exist? My actions will carry no weight; someone who does not remember who she is cannot accomplish anything that others will remember. That's not true. Prove me wrong. Nothing? That's what I thought.

	I sit down, leaning my head against the bookshelf, looking up. Why does this happen to me? A person of greatness is never built over an easy life. I don't want to be great though; I just want to know who I am. You are destined to be great—that cannot be helped. I don't want to be great! It still can't be helped. I cradle my head in my hands, breathing deeply. Why do I have to be put through hell to be great? Why can't I just tell the powers that be that I have no interest in being great? I just want...I just want to be me. But who are you? I look up, rubbing my eyes; I don't know. I don't know who I am, but I know who I am not—I am not a great person. I'm not even a remarkable person! You are great…you just refuse to admit it. I can't even answer a stupid question!

	For a moment there is silence, though I can practically hear the gears turning in the back of my head. My body makes up for the lack of action happening in my mind—trembling, my shoulders tense, my spine rigid but bending. Then give up. I snort; thanks for the pep talk. If you can't even answer the question, give up if you're that weak…if you don't want to know. That's why you can't remember; you really don't want to know. You don't want to know the answer to the question, so you don't. You don't want to know what will happen if you actually apply yourself, so you don't. I shake my head, my hair flying about. That's not true. It is true. It's not! Then prove it. Fine. I stand up, anger welling up in me. I yank books from the shelves, setting them down beside me and

	 

	
 

	 

	piling more onto the desk, plopping down in my chair and angrily flipping the book open to the first page; I'll show you.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER

	SIX

	 

	 

	Striding down the hall quickly, I make my way to my room and slam the thick wooden door behind me, sliding several deadbolts in and jamming a bar between the frame. Breathing heavily, I pace my room, hands clenching and unclenching, growling and gnashing my teeth like some caged animal. I growl and spin, glaring at the stone wall that my fist easily makes a dent in; if it crumbles so easily under my fist, how will it ever hold against a siege? I roar, slinging my dresser across the room, kicking my bed over and ripping the wooden frame apart. I live in an indefensible house with an infuriating student, and I’m no closer to achieving my goals than I was before! I had finally tracked down that witch Impres, again, after so many long years of searching. I had come within mere inches of finding the last piece of the puzzle!

	I throw a piece of my broken headboard at the door, and it shudders under the impact as I fume. Instead, I found a student who does not appreciate my teaching! I’ve wasted my time saving that girl, trying to train her when it’s pointless; she’ll never make it in this world, much less alongside me! I drop to my knees, ripping at my mattress; why can’t she just listen to me?! I look at the mirror on my wall, my eyes orange, hair wild, and my clothing disheveled—such an animal. I spit in disdain, leaping at the mirror, slamming my fists against it, glass piercing my skin. I clench my fists, blood seeping around the shards

	 

	
 

	 

	of glass, and slam my fists into the ground. I should have just left her in the forest! I grab the remains of the mirror and fling it across the room; then I follow it across the room, my impaled hands wrapping around the thin metal frame. I slam it on the ground, against the bed frame, against the walls; she should just listen to me! If she would have just listened, she would still be alive!

	Something wraps around my throat and wrenches me off my feet, dragging me across the debris-strewn floor, my feet kicking and lashing out, my hands trying to pry the thing off of me. I hold both my hands out, but the thing tightens around my neck and I realize the tendrils of shadow are not obeying me. I dig my nails into the thing around my neck, and there is a hissing behind me, the room growing darker. I grit my teeth, scrambling to stand up, fighting the tendrils around my neck; rebellion will not be tolerated. I reach down for my sword as my airways are blocked by the pressure on my neck, but the tendrils wrap around my belt, yanking it off my waist and slinging it across the room. I growl, leaping forward, but the tendrils strain, snapping taut like a leash on an animal, dragging me down to the ground again. My fingernails dig into the cracks between the stones on the floor; the tendrils snap like reins, jerking me back, and blood sprays from my fingers as my nails are forcibly ripped off.

	“How dare you!” My lungs scream for air, telling me I shouldn’t be talking, but I refuse to listen. “You do not rebel, you obey!” I give up on the tendril around my neck, my fingers tugging at the tendrils wrapping around my legs. My blood soaks into the dark, serpentine phantasms and they writhe, hissing in pleasure. “Take…my life…” I growl, squeezing my hands, blood oozing out onto the shadows; my bindings loosen, and I suck in a deep breath. “If you take my life, you take my pain.” I wrench the tendrils off me, and they hiss, snapping back and lashing out at me. I leap over one, using my momentum to vault over another before a thick tendril slams into my stomach, wrapping around my midriff and squeezing. I beat my fists against the tendril in rage as spit and blood flies out of my mouth; no! I can’t go, not now! I can...I can still change Scarlett! She can still be saved!
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	I lean over, my ribs straining, and I sink my teeth into the tendril, yanking upward. The tendril rips with a tearing, screeching sound, slinging me toward a wall. I land hard, sliding among the broken glass and wood, thudding against the wall. I reach out, and my hand closes around something small and solid—Scarlett’s dagger—taken to be given back after her training. I unsheathe the dagger, rolling out of the way as a tendril shoots toward me. I stab the dagger in and hold on with both hands as the tendril retreats back quickly. I plant my feet on the wall, yanking the dagger toward me as the tendril disappears into the wall, rending a large gash in the shadows. I drop to the ground, rolling backward and slashing at a tendril as it lunges at me. A sharp pain shoots up through my side and I double over, another tendril slamming into me from behind, pinning me to the wall. It wraps around the dagger to yank it away, and I twist the dagger, slicing through the tendril, dropping to the ground. Turning, I wrap one hand around the tendril, plunging the dagger into it over and over again, forcing it to the ground, slicing and hacking at it. The only sound filling my ears are the high, shrill shrieks of the shadows before there is silence. Breathing heavily, I stand up slowly, stumbling over to one of the lanterns that, while crushed and battered, is still lit. I sit down, leaning against the wall, clenching Scarlett’s dagger tightly. I hold the lantern up higher, gritting my teeth as my arm obstinately protests against being used at all. My mirror is on one of the walls, fully repaired; my blood can be seen on it, and I growl, looking at the words: Learn from your mistakes Godkiller. I sling the lantern at the mirror and it cracks, several pieces falling out as the lantern rolls along the floor, light flickering weakly.

	“I will never forget them,” I growl; the shadows must still be listening. They never leave me; they never can—they are necessary. Though if I let my guard down...if I forget my path, they will turn on me like savage dogs. If I stoop to becoming an animal, I invite the same; I despise my safeguards. I look down at the dagger, which is immaculately clean, and I wish there was proof of my victory; however, my bruised and battered body is proof enough of my defeat.

	 

	
 

	 

	These shadows so easily disobey me; they afford me no quarter. I would only put my life in tendrils as cruel as my own hands. By the same token, I would never trust someone like me with my own life. I squeeze the dagger tight; I have no choice. They are necessary. I need them to complete my mission. I weakly make my way over to where the remains of my bed lay, below my mirror, and I lay down on what remains of my mattress, stabbing the dagger deep into the wood of what used to be my bed frame. I lay on my back, looking up at the ceiling; I close my eyes and breathe out slowly. I feel a small tendril slowly sweep across my cheek, and I pick up the lantern, slinging it across the room violently, ridding the room of any light. I open my eyes to the same darkness that lay behind them and clench my fists; this is where I belong—amidst allies and enemies, where one is indistinguishable from the other—the grey in the darkness.

	I reach back and wrench Scarlett’s dagger free, turning it over, invisible in the shadows; a knife in the night, unseen before it is too late. My eyes flick to where I know the door is, and I throw the knife at it, the dagger embedding itself into the wood. No knife will stab me in the back.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER

	SEVEN

	 

	 

	Darkness swirls around me, coating everything—soaking up my memories, creating a new space…a new slate, stained with blood. I reach out blindly into the darkness, coming into contact with nothing; I whimper, looking around quickly, trying to find something not covered in darkness.

	“Why are you doing this?” I whisper, stumbling forward, putting a hand out to catch myself, but I don’t fall. Something solid wraps around my waist, pulling me gently back to a standing position. “I did everything you said.” A sharp laugh, like a knife cutting through my heart, slices through the air causing me to cringe.
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