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Chapter 1: The Ural Mountains
 
When Rohan’s fiancée died, he’d had no idea it would lead him to the snow-covered slopes of the Ural Mountains, searching for a way to speak with her one last time. 
Closure, he told himself as he trudged through the snow—that’s all he wanted. Unless, as he’d hoped, there was a slight chance he could bring her back.
A gust of wind sent snow swirling around him, its chill reaching through his layers of long underwear, sweater, and parka. Ice crystals clung to his cheeks like small needles, biting him with their cold every time the wind blew. Yet, somehow, sweat slicked his back. None of it was anything compared to the burning in his chest, however, at the thought of seeing Senna again. To hear her voice, press his lips against hers…. There wasn’t anything that could dampen his excitement, not even this cold. 
Howling gusts of wind brought a flurry of snow before Rohan. He tucked his head into the folds of his parka and focused on pushing forward, one step at a time. Suddenly, the wind changed direction and the wall collapsed, revealing craggy slopes that slanted upward into the white sky. Rohan stumbled as the ground shook.
Footsteps crunched behind him in warning before a hand gripped his shoulder. Altemus. Rohan nodded, wondering if he looked as haggard as this old man, his gray whiskers held together in clumps of ice. Heavy purple bags sagged from his eyes, barely visible under the skullcap that he wore beneath his parka hood. He still hadn’t explained the rifle slung over his shoulder. 
“We’re almost there,” Altemus said, his voice thick with confidence. 
“I hope you’re right,” Rohan said, rubbing his hands. They’d gone numb, and he couldn’t feel them through his gloves. 
“We can stop if you like,” Altemus said, but his eyes had already moved to the gray mountain slopes, almost invisible in the darkness.
Every part of Rohan’s body begged him to say yes, but he resented the suggestion. Altemus did this kind of psychiatrist crap all the time—he’d say one thing when he meant the opposite. It might have worked on his patients, but Rohan wasn’t going to let the old man manipulate him. Clearly, the old man didn’t understand the extremes that Rohan was willing to go, the months spent in bed, staring at pictures of him and Senna, once happy. When she had left him, it was like she’d torn out part of his soul—he could never be whole without her. So he wouldn’t rest until they were together again.
Rohan shook his head and said, “Nothing can stop me now.”
“Excellent,” Altemus said, picking up the pace. 
“I still say we should’ve left you behind,” said another voice with a Russian accent. A tall, muscular man marched past Rohan on the other side, pausing to give Rohan a glare. “You talk big, but I don’t think you’ve got it in you.”
Rohan’s teeth chattered too much for him to reply, so instead he marched after Altemus. 
He hadn’t trusted the Russian since he’d met him at the hotel in Moscow. The first thing Lev had said when Altemus introduced Rohan was, “When you said you were bringing help, you didn’t say you were bringing a boy.” From that point, he knew they weren’t going to get along. Thirty-five was hardly a boy, especially after everything he’d been through. 
While Rohan detested Lev, he had to admit that, if it weren’t for him, they would’ve had no chance of navigating the Russian landscape. Lev knew how to get around, and his language skills kept them out of trouble. 
They began a steep ascent. Soon, their walking sticks became a necessity, and Rohan found himself wondering if he had been wrong in coming here. It wasn’t the first time since beginning the climb that he had questioned himself. But he’d made a promise to his fiancé Senna, and he meant to see it through. Even if it meant traveling to the farthest corner of the world. Nothing, perhaps not even death, would stop him from speaking with her one last time.
She had been taken from him before her time—both physically and mentally. In the end, she had killed herself, but he’d never let himself accept her gradual insanity. When the doctors had told him she was gone, he didn’t believe it. He refused. To this day, he still felt her there with him, in his heart. Their love had filled his world. Their love was the only thing he knew in this that was right. If bringing her back didn’t work, there’d be no point in carrying on. 
When they’d first met, he’d fallen for her instantly. He had been drawn to her dark caramel skin, her short, cropped hair, and the fearless stud in her nose.
Three years later, she was dead, chained to a bed in the psych ward, her eyes recessed into their sockets and her skin as pale as the sheets that covered her. 
It had eaten him alive, that memory. 
And what came after it would change everything. 
The funeral had passed like a hazy dream, but even after the rest of the mourners had departed, he had lingered. Rain pounded on the casket and the flowers hung limply in his hand. His moist eyes simply stared at her casket, unable to accept that it was really there, when he felt a hand on his shoulder. A voice told him it was going to be all right. 
When he had turned to see Altemus, he felt a mixture of relief and trepidation. The man was Senna’s doctor, but something about the look in his eyes had always been off-putting to Rohan.
“When you’re ready,” the old man had said, handing Rohan a business card with nothing more than an address and phone number on it. “Your time with her doesn’t have to end here.” 
For a long while, Rohan had simply stared at that business card, trying to process what Altemus had just said. How dare he? With each piece of the business card that he tossed to the wet grass, he cursed the man for even suggesting such a false hope as having Senna back. 
 But sadness consumed Rohan in the days that followed, and he returned to the cemetery, digging pieces of the business card out of the dirt. When he called Altemus for the first time, he asked if the old man could really reunite him with Senna. 
“Only if you’re willing to do anything,” Altemus had said. 
“Anything it takes,” Rohan had said. “No matter what.”
And now he was here. 
Just like he couldn’t let her go back then, he couldn’t now. Not without closure. So he pushed on.
Whispers between Altemus and Lev carried on the wind, something about the temple being close. Altemus stopped just ahead on a rocky outcrop. The old man cupped his hands to his eyes and stared into a bowl-shaped valley. Rohan stepped up beside him and squinted, trying to see what lay ahead.
“You’re sure this is it?” Altemus asked Lev, studying the valley with a frown. After a nod from Lev, he added, “It’s not how I imagined it.”
“The temple?” Rohan asked, searching the night. His heart pounded in his chest and his legs ached. He was glad for a break.
Altemus assessed him before allowing a crooked smile. His breath came out in puffs of white air as he leaned in close and said, “The easy part’s over, brother.”
The old man deserved a punch in the gut for that. The trek had been far from easy, with at least two near-death experiences while climbing the rocks. 
But when Altemus pointed out their route, Rohan saw what he meant. 
Below, a cave glowed with the faint flickers of firelight. He could just make out a footpath leading into the cave, jagged rocks sticking up around it like teeth. Near the entrance, pillars were carved from the rock, some sort of pattern chiseled into them.   
For a moment, the snow let up, giving Rohan a view of spires and a faint outline of an ornate temple hidden in the rocks. If he hadn’t been looking for it, he would have missed it. 
“Down,” Lev hissed.
Rohan looked at him with confusion, but felt the Russian’s firm grip around his collar, pulling him into the snow. Lev’s hand covered Rohan’s mouth, his other motioning toward the temple entrance as a shadow passed by one of the stone pillars—a man in thick robes. Another man joined the first, and something metallic glinted.
“They’re armed?” Altemus asked, sounding more annoyed than scared.
Lev pulled out a pair of binoculars. He observed the men for a beat, then nodded. “AK-47s. Does that change anything?”
“I knew there could be trouble,” Altemus said.
“And you know we need the skull,” Lev said.
“This is all about the skull.”
The talk of a skull that had the power to resurrect the dead had sounded crazy to Rohan at first, but as he watched the robed men patrol the pillared entrance to the cave, he wondered if Lev and Altemus were telling the truth. He had believed in it enough to follow them all the way out here, but he’d known it was more hope than actual belief. With them, that didn’t appear to be the case.
Altemus grunted and turned to Rohan. “And you? Not backing out, are you?”
Rohan took a moment, but finally said, “Never.”
Altemus led the way and they advanced, low to the ground so the guards wouldn’t see them. They descended the slope as fast as they could, snow sliding out beneath them with every step. 
 As they approached, Rohan studied the massive temple tucked into the mountain. Stone steps led up to the main entrance, flanked by a colonnade of rock pillars with demonic faces. Several parapets on the temple gave it the feel of a fortress. Helixes of smoke rose from chimneys into the cold night air, filling the area with the smell of burning wood and searing meat. Close now, Altemus ducked behind a rock pillar and motioned for them to do the same.
“We’re not going to get the skull out of there without using force,” Lev said, patting the pistol Rohan knew he had concealed under his many layers.
“What?” Rohan asked. “You told me we were going to ‘obtain it.’ You didn’t say anything about robbing or fighting them.”
Altemus turned, the curved bridge of his nose red with cold and inches from Rohan’s. “We only have one chance at this, and only one way it’s happening. You have a problem with it, speak up now.”
Rohan fumed. “You never said we were robbing a temple, that’s all I’m saying.”
“Well, now you know.”
Lev crouched, straining his neck to make out the guards. 
“Okay, and here we are. So, what’s the plan?” Rohan asked in a hoarse whisper. 
“Attack,” Lev said. “Now.” 
And with that, he dashed out from their hiding spot and sprinted across the snow. 
Altemus pointed to a parapet where the form of a guard was just visible. 
“That one’s yours. Get past him, or go home crying.” The old man handed Rohan a knife, and then he too disappeared into the darkness. 
Rohan wanted to kick himself. Standing alone in the freezing darkness, expected to kill someone. 
He’d known this wasn’t going to be ethical to begin with, but how bad did he really want Senna back?
Pretty damn bad. 
Rohan gripped the hilt of the knife tightly, feeling it as if it were part of him. He rushed forward in a kneeling run, darting to the nearest stone pillar in the direction of the parapet, then pushed himself flat against its base. With a heave, he pulled himself up onto the ledge, then swung around to see that the guard was near, walking toward him.
Rohan’s heart thumped hard—it was the moment: do or die.
The guard’s footsteps smashed the snow, the sound of boots crunching ice fading in and out with the howling wind. Then they stopped. If the man saw him first, Rohan was screwed. He stayed low, waiting, and then something caught his eye on the other parapet—a flash of light reflecting on steel, a guard’s body falling into the snow. Lev emerged from the shadows and looked in Rohan's direction before disappearing again.
Go time. 
A light sweat formed on Rohan’s brow. He gripped the knife tightly, feeling its weight. His breath came out in quick bursts, but he focused his energy, telling himself it was all part of the act. 
Screw that, he thought—before all this, he’d been a stage magician, a performer at birthday parties. He wasn’t set up to be a temple robber! 
The crunching of snow and ice started again, growing closer. Rohan’s eyes closed and he wanted to cry out to Senna, to tell her he was sorry, but he couldn’t do this. He’d do anything for her, but taking a life? It wasn’t right.
He turned to go, but froze—the guard was standing there, staring right at him with a look of complete bewilderment. On instinct, Rohan held up the knife. He meant it more as self-defense, but the guard apparently didn’t see it that way, because he charged.
This was no longer about right or wrong, it was about survival. As the two of them struggled, Rohan pushed the knife toward the man, chest thudding and everything inside him screaming that his was wrong, and to somehow get out of it. 
And in that moment, his better side one out and he went to drop the knife. Only, the guard countered and pushed the knife back on Rohan.
The two were locked in a battle of strength, the blade inching toward Rohan’s throat. They were so close now that Rohan smelled the onions and red meat on the man’s breath.
The guard hissed something in Russian, and then opened his mouth as if to yell for help. Rohan used the chance and kicked out the man’s legs, sending him into a nearby pillar. 
Adrenaline surging, Rohan leapt on the man, landing punch after punch on his face. Instinct took over and he swiped the knife off the ground, raising it over his head for a killing strike. But he paused at the fear in the guard’s eyes.
Rohan gripped the knife handle, sweat making it slippery. His palms hurt. One strike and it would be over, but he couldn’t do it. 
No, he couldn’t do it. He stepped back, annoyed and ashamed. 
The guard stood and pulled a gun from his side, aiming it at Rohan. 
Acting on instinct again, Rohan charged the man before he could pull the trigger. He thrust his shoulder into the guard’s abdomen, and the guard dropped the gun as he fell screaming over the edge of the parapet. The scream ended abruptly with a crack. 
Rohan couldn’t bring himself to look down. When he finally did, he saw the man’s body lying broken on the rocks. 
Rohan’s gut clenched and a sharp pain shot through his head—he’d made his first kill. 
Or had he? A movement below gave him hope. Then, slowly, the man moved against the rocks with a low groan. 
Rohan sighed with relief and looked at the knife in his hand, shaking his head. Thank God the man was alive.
A whistle cut through the air, drawing his attention to the temple again. Lev and Altemus were waiting. Just past them was what appeared to be a large courtyard with a sanctuary in the center. It had several spires and was made of red brick, scattered with square windows lit by candlelight. 
Lev motioned to some nearby rocks that were just tall enough for them to reach the roof. “Better than the front door.”
Rohan cringed and imagined himself plummeting to his death. “That’s debatable.”
They made their way up, Lev in the lead, Rohan behind, and Altemus following at the rear. Lev quickly reached the top of the rocks, and climbed onto the shingled roof of the sanctuary. He leaned down, and Rohan took Lev’s hand so the Russian could pull him up as well. 
“Not so bad after all, eh?” Lev asked. 
Rohan grimaced. He turned to lend Altemus a hand, then paused as a low chant drifted through the night.
They moved to a skylight cut into the roof, which was propped open and gave them a view into the sanctuary. 
Below, more men dressed in robes were gathered in a line leading up to a pulpit. The walls flickered with the dark yellow glow of a thousand candles. The air tasted of incense, growing thicker as the chanting grew louder.
In the pulpit, a bearded man in a purple robe knelt before a goat. With a quick motion, he slashed the animal’s throat. Blood poured freely, and the man ran his hands through it. He wiped his face with blood, and then the other men’s faces as he sang an eerie chant. When everyone had been marked, he bent over and disemboweled the goat. The chanting continued, growing louder as the man ripped the animal apart. At last, they all lowered their heads and prayed in Russian. 
Lev climbed through the skylight and landed delicately on a rafter. “This way,” he whispered. 
Rohan followed, balancing himself on the rafter. He tried not to look down. One wrong step and he’d be dead—no way he’d survive the fall. Even if he did, the men below would disembowel him like they did the goat. 
Continuing along the rafters, they crossed out of the sanctuary and into the next room, a sacristy dimly lit with candles. The centuries-old keys, scrolls, chalices, and bones lay neatly arranged on wooden shelves, each marked with a tag with Cyrillic scribbles.
 In the middle of the room, a skull sat on a raised metal casing. Some of its teeth were missing, and it had a dull gray sheen. Thick patterns were drawn along the plate lines, dividing the skull into squares that aligned with the plates. In each square was a written character like a hieroglyph. Rohan had never seen any of these characters before—they didn’t look Russian, and that unsettled him. 
The group attached ropes to the rafters and swung down to the floor, careful not to make the floorboards creak. Altemus approached the skull. He lifted it up with a ravenous expression, and then placed it in a velvet bag hanging at his side. As soon as he closed the bag, a shrill wail ripped through the sanctuary, so loud that Rohan put his hands over his ears—an alarm.
Lev punched him on the shoulder and screamed, "Come on!"
The trio scrambled for the ropes to climb back up to the ceiling. The cold night air bit at Rohan’s exposed skin as they sprinted across the rafters. 
“Stop!” a heavy Russian accent commanded. Shouting followed, and when Rohan looked down, he saw several men on the ground aiming guns up at them. 
“Faster!” Rohan said. 
As soon as the words left his mouth, the rafter splintered with gunfire. First Altemus and Lev disappeared over the edge of the roof, and then Rohan leapt, the air swooshing around him as he fell. Then, with a soft plunk, the snow caught him.
Altemus had already dug himself out of the snow and unslung his rifle. With two cracks, a pair of guards fell into the snow nearby, dead.
“Keep moving!” Altemus said, tossing the velvet bag to Lev. “Get it to safety.”
Lev nodded and ran. Rohan followed close behind as Altemus took out another guard. Rohan didn’t bother to look back—he assumed Altemus could hold his own. He and Lev made their way back to the parapets and climbed down onto the rocky footpath leading into the snow. 
Out of nowhere, an old man jumped in front of Rohan, shouting in Russian. He had darker skin than the Russians Rohan had met so far, a bushy gray beard, and his robe flowed like a dress.
 Lev replied in Russian and aimed his pistol at the old man, but the man held up his empty hands and gave a pleading look to Rohan. 
“You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” the old man said in broken English. “You must not do this.”
The old man grabbed Rohan’s arm. With his free hand, Rohan reached for his blade. But he didn't have to use it—Lev cracked the man over the head with his pistol. The man collapsed, unconscious. 
“You Americans,” Lev said. “You always hesitate when action’s needed.”
Rohan’s stomach churned at the sight of the old man lying at his feet, a trickle of dark blood from the man’s head coloring the snow.
A moment later, Altemus caught up. He snatched the velvet bag from Lev’s hands and opened it in mid-stride, taking a quick glance inside. 
“We gotta go before we get shot,” he said. With a grin, he turned to Rohan. “It’s time to reunite you with your fiancée.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2: Celebrations
 
They ran down the steep mountain slopes that had taken them several days to climb. More than once they had to hide in crevices in the rocks, cramped against each other, waiting with paused breath in the darkness as snowmobiles zoomed past, headlights casting long shadows across the face of the mountain. 
“They’re relentless,” Rohan said, after they climbed out a crevice for the fifth time. 
Altemus joined him, then patted the velvet bag around his waist. “Let ‘em try to take it from me.”
It was grueling and nerve-racking, but they made their way down the slopes without being caught. After a day’s travel, the snowmobile patrols let up as the snow gave way to rocky ground. The trio had the advantage on foot, and now that they were in the clear, they picked up their speed and descended twice as fast as they had climbed. 
The sky changed from gray to bright blue with wispy clouds. The sharp, snowy peaks of the Urals rose into the air behind them. The air grew fuller, too, and Rohan loosened his jacket collar as the temperature rose and he found it easier to breathe. Every once in a while, he looked over his shoulders at the peaks, glad the temple was far away. 
There was no way the guards would have given up so easily. He expected to see a helicopter whir down on them, but remembered what Lev had said about the temple men rejecting most technologies, apart from the snowmobiles they used for supplies. It should have made Rohan feel better, but his heart still beat quickly every time he heard a sound that wasn’t his own footsteps.
At last, they found their getaway car, guarded by a man named Mahkmuhd, both hidden in an abandoned lookout post on a dirt road speckled with snow. The fair-skinned Uzbek man wore a thick winter coat and a furry tam-o’-shanter. He leaned against the taxi and looked up with relief when he saw them.
“It’s about time. I was running out of tea and was considering leaving you.”
“Thank God you didn’t,” Altemus said, patting the man on the back. He let out a jolly laugh that reverberated off the rocks. “You are the man, Mahkmuhd. I’ll buy you tea for a year.”
Mahkmuhd smiled and pointed at Altemus, winking. “You have a deal.” He turned to Rohan and said, “And you, my friend—you look like you’ve lost a thousand and one pounds.”
Rohan rubbed the back of his head. Instead of friendly banter, he preferred they get out of there as quickly as possible.
“If you’ve gotten what you came for, then we best go,” Mahkmuhd said, seemingly reading his thoughts. “Maybe now I’ll be able to defrost the icicles hanging from my balls.”
Silence. Then Altemus broke into laughter.
Lev said something in Russian and gestured for the keys. Mahkmuhd tossed them to him, and hopped into the back seat with Rohan.
Mahkmuhd had come to Russia from Uzbekistan as a taxi driver trying to make money to send back home to his family. He had done a driving job for Lev, which led to more high-paying clientele. Quickly, he found himself doing fewer taxi jobs and more chauffeuring for international clients of the Russian and American variety. 
Rohan glanced out the back window, but their pursuers were long gone. The car bumped along the choppy road in silence, leaving the mountain peaks far behind.
Mahkmuhd looked to each of them as if trying to figure out who would start the story. 
"The job was a success?" he asked. 
Altemus smirked. 
“I’ll take that as a yes. Good. I have your travel papers ready.”
“Let’s have them,” Lev said. 
“Not here with me,” Mahkmuhd said with a grin. “At the usual spot. Don’t worry.”
Lev’s face brightened. “The spot with the best vodka, I hope.”
“We’re getting transportation papers at a bar?” Rohan asked.
“It’s a fine establishment,” Mahkmuhd said. “It just happens to serve alcohol.”
“As long as we get them,” Rohan said, nestling his head in a crook between the window and the seat. He closed his eyes and fell asleep almost immediately.
His dreams were flashes of men in robes, blood darkening the snow, the brushed steel of a gun. A face, opening in the flurries of snow with eyes that burned with red flames. He woke with a start. The scent of leather reminded him of his old recliner, and for a moment he thought he was home, that it was all over. 
But it wasn't. 
Mahkmuhd was staring at him with a grin. 
“Bad dreams?” the man asked. 
“You could say that.”
Rohan turned back to the window. They sped past a snowy cluster of houses, mountains looming behind them. Flakes of snow drifted past, seeming to slow as the car came to a stop. He rubbed his hands as a strong breeze blew through the cracks in the cab. 
Hunger pains gripped his stomach as he looked out at the bar where they had parked. An old fridge leaned against the log cabin building. One wall leaned in slightly, as if it would fall down any minute. The windows were filled with neon signs advertising different beers, and the lights flickered. 
Sleepily, Rohan stumbled out of the cab, following Mahkmuhd, Altemus, and Lev into the building.
The inside of the tavern was mostly empty, except for a few men in the shadows talking over glasses of vodka. Taxidermy lined the walls—bears, boars, walruses, and seals.
“Where the hell are we?” Rohan asked with skepticism. 
“Come,” Altemus replied. His voice said there’d be no arguing. “You’ll fit right in.” 
Perhaps he would have, once. In Rohan’s younger days, he would have loved the dark atmosphere, the animal eyes looking down on him, the thick smoke in the air, the bright lights shining from the rows and rows of colored alcohol bottles behind the bar. But the days of his youth were far away, and he didn’t want to waste time in a bar.
They ordered a round of drinks while Mahkmuhd sat at the bar whispering to the bartender. The bartender slipped him an envelope, which the Uzbek quickly tucked into his jacket pocket. 
After the first round, Lev ordered shots. Altemus took his time with a beer, scribbling in a notebook and ignoring the others. The old man’s demeanor had changed again; when they had met, he couldn’t be described as happy, but at least he’d been cordial. Now, he was absorbed in his notes and snapped at anyone who interrupted him. 
“You, Rohan,” Lev shouted from across the table. “Tell us about your first time.”
“First time for what?” Rohan asked.
“Stop, Lev,” Altemus said, not taking his eyes off the notebook. 
Lev stared at the old man, stone-faced, then broke into laughter. “You didn’t think I meant…. No, you dirty old man!” He laughed again. “I was talking about your first, you know." The Russian held a finger to his head like a gun and pulled the imaginary trigger with his thumb. "Was this your first?”
Rohan nodded.
For a moment, Lev looked skeptical. Then he clapped Rohan on the shoulder, his sandpaper hands striking hard enough to sting. “Guess that means you’re ready for Russia’s best vodka, then.”
Rohan couldn’t think of any reason to say no to that, and he was glad for it when he sipped from the glass. The vodka was smooth and flavorless. He rolled it around in his mouth like he would a fine wine, and the smooth aftertaste tingled across his tongue. 
“Better than wine, yes?” Lev held his glass for a clink, and Rohan obliged.
“One hundred times better.”
They clinked glasses and then downed them. 
“She must have meant a lot to you,” Lev said quietly.
“What?”
“She must have been one amazing woman,” Lev said. “Your… fiancée.”
Odd that Lev was asking about Senna now, after all the opportunities he’d had. He must have had too many drinks already, enough to reach the point where a man starts speaking his mind. 
“You have no idea.”
“Well, tomorrow your luck returns,” Lev said. 
Rohan downed another shot. “As long as there’s no more violence, I’ll drink to that.”
Lev puffed. “No promises there, my friend. You should drink anyway.”
Mahkmuhd returned to the table, patting his jacket. 
“Ever dream of visiting Turkmenistan?” the Uzbek asked. “Because if you have, I’m making your dreams come true.” He handed the envelope to Altemus, and for the first time since sitting at the table, Altemus looked up. 
“We’d better call it a night, then,” Altemus said. 
“What? Now?” Lev looked at him like he was crazy. “We just started celebrating.”
“Finish your drink and let’s go. You’ll be able to celebrate and drink yourself stupid in two days when we’re finished. I’m not the only one who’s eager to be done with this affair, am I?” Altemus looked to Rohan.
“Old man’s right,” Rohan said.
“I guess this is farewell then, my friends,” Mahkmuhd said. “Until next time.”
 Rohan stood, gave the man a handshake, and then headed for the car. He refused to put off his reunion with Senna any longer than he had to. He'd already waited long enough.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3: Turkmenistan
 
Rohan stared out at the horizon of sand, the flat deserts of Turkmenistan stretching before them. The Jeep thumped and swerved as Lev drove swiftly over the old road. 
Great clouds of dust rose up behind them. Rohan had to cover his face with a kerchief to stop from breathing it in. When he had first arrived in the country and they had ventured into the desert, he made the mistake of taking in a deep breath. The result was ten minutes of coughing; the dry heat had desiccated his lungs. He wouldn't make the same mistake twice. 
He wiped sweat from his forehead and adjusted his kerchief. The car didn’t have air conditioning and the windows were down, but still the interior of the car smelled like sweat and dirt. It wasn’t Rohan’s fault—he’d showered before leaving the hotel. 
Altemus had agreed they would need sleep before heading out to their next destination, and had paid for three rooms in a lavish hotel—at least, by Turkmenistan standards. They’d earned it, the old man had said, and besides, it didn’t do any good to go out until night. A statement that worried Rohan.
Lev gripped the steering wheel with both hands, his gaze fixed ahead. The road was bumpy and broken in places, and he maneuvered the boxy Jeep around potholes and debris with the handling of a sports car driver. Altemus sat in the front passenger seat, his arm resting on the open window. The velvet bag lay in his lap, the strap slung across his shoulder. 
The two men had to have known each other from before, Rohan figured, but for how long? Observing them was like watching two lions at the edge of a carcass—would one attack before the other, or would they simply share in the spoils? They were a team, but the tension was heavy between them. 
Lev swerved around a pothole, the motion slamming Rohan against the side door. He cursed, rubbing his shoulder.
“You okay back there?” Lev asked with a glance in the rearview mirror.
Rohan grunted in reply.
“Beats the hell out of snow.” Altemus ran his hand along the top of the velvet bag. "Bet you don’t miss Russia, do you?”
Russia. 
It was hard to believe that just the day before, he had been in the Russian mountains, fighting through the cold, bitter snow. 
Dunes sloped past the Jeep, one after another in an endless land of sand. The shadows stretched long as the sun sank low in the west.  It would be night soon. If Altemus stayed true to his word, this would be the last obstacle before seeing Senna again. 
Rohan unscrewed his canteen and took a sip.
Lev looked over at him. “Don’t drink too much at once. Better save some for later.”
“We’re in for a long day,” Altemus said, grinning. 
Rohan wanted to ask more about the plan, but he didn’t dare—now wasn’t the right time. Lev had been on edge ever since they landed. Probably because Altemus had interrupted his drinking session back at the tavern. The Russian hadn’t spoken much since. On the other hand, Altemus had been more upbeat than usual, almost back to his normal self, if you didn’t count his bloodshot eyes. 
Altemus pointed to a sandy shoulder on the road. 
Lev pulled over and shut the car off. The dashboard beeped several times as the car settled on the sand. 
“The location is about two or three miles down the road,” Lev said. “We better start walking if you want to get set up before nightfall.”
“I’ve been waiting for this night my whole life,” Altemus said. “No mistakes.”
They grabbed their backpacks and walked away from the road and into the sand. The car disappeared as they crested their first dune. 
The wind blew with a force Rohan hadn't been prepared for, and he pushed ahead, trying to keep up with the two men. 
“If it’s just up the road, why are we going this way?” Rohan asked.
“Stop asking questions,” Lev said. “Just be ready to help me set up camp.”
The trudging continued, until Lev finally stopped, looked around, and dropped his bag. Rohan was too tired to be relieved. He collapsed with his pack on and stared up at the darkening sky, the first evening stars peering through. 
It was beautiful here, where no city light could touch the endless sky.
“No time for stargazing,” Lev said, already setting up a tent. 
Rohan sat up with a groan, but mustered the strength to help however he could. 
They worked in silence, Altemus sitting cross-legged in the sand, reading a thick book and glancing up at them from time to time. 
“You think this is the best time to read?” Rohan asked.
Altemus ignored him. This wasn’t the same old man that he knew from back home. That man had been sophisticated, educated, and charming. This man was volatile, ranging from quiet focus to distracted energy.
“Where’s the third tent?” Rohan asked.
“No third,” Lev said. “You sleep in this one and we sleep in that one.”
Rohan studied the tents. They were a dingy white and looked like they had seen a lot of wear and tear. Likely leftovers from Lev’s army days.
“When are you gonna tell me what the hell’s going on?” Rohan asked, directing his voice to Altemus. “I think I deserve answers, and I want to know what the plan is for Senna. When—”
“Rohan,” Altemus said, holding up a hand and then motioning to the book. “If you keep interrupting me, none of this will matter.”
Rohan frowned, not sure what he meant. “I just want to know—”
 Lev folded his arms and shot him a scowl. 
“Right….” Rohan bit his lip, trying to hold down his anger at being brushed off. 
 “All in due time,” Altemus said with a sigh. “In six hours, you’ll have all the answers you want. So in the meantime, get some sleep, and let me focus, got it?”
“Doesn’t know when to shut up,” Lev mumbled with a shake of his head. 
“Hey,” Rohan said. “If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have that skull, and we wouldn’t be here.”
“If it weren’t for me, you’d have a bullet in your head.”
Rohan looked at the velvet bag around Altemus’s shoulder. “In six hours, I want answers. I want my Senna back.”
“You’ll have her arms wrapped around you, and her warm lips pressed against yours,” Altemus said. “Now, go the hell to sleep.”
 Rohan sighed and looked up at the starry sky. He hoped all of this would make sense soon. Brushing off the sand that had formed a light layer on his clothes, he ducked into his tent, threw himself on his sleeping bag, and allowed sleep to take him. 
 
***
 
In his dream, he was back home in his apartment in California. He emptied a plastic bag onto the worn kitchen table, and three pill bottles rolled out. 
Senna’s medicine.  
He walked across the apartment. Over the years, he and Senna had picked up secondhand furniture, and the place had a cozily rustic feel. When the doctors told him blue walls would be calming for Senna, he’d slathered on three coats of baby-blue paint to make sure the cracks wouldn’t show through.
Rohan knocked on their bedroom door. 
"Senna?”
He heard Senna’s voice from the bedroom. “What?”
He could tell by her tone that she was in one of her states again. He sighed.
“Did you take your medicine?” Rohan asked. He rested his head against the door, the pill bottles loose in his hand.
No answer.
“Senna, answer the question.”
No answer again.
“Open the door,” he said softly, rapping on the door with the back of his knuckle. “I got your refills.”
“This world is not prepared for the afterlife.”
 Her statement surprised him. 
“Let’s talk about the afterlife when you’ve taken your pills,” Rohan said. “I read an article about Schopenhauer at the library today. We can talk about it. He said some interesting stuff about truth. Like—”
“Truth,” she said. “Yes, we can talk about truth.”
Rohan heard something shatter, and he beat on the door harder. “What are you doing?”
“The truth lies in the afterlife, and we aren’t ready for it!”
Senna started screaming, and then something thudded against the floor. 
Rohan bashed into the door with his shoulder. It didn’t budge. He got a running start and knocked the door off its hinge, sprawling into…
…the psych ward? How did he get here? A quiet room with green walls and a square window that looked as if it were designed solely to protect the patients from becoming sallow from lack of sunlight. 
Senna was in a hospital gown, lying limply on the bed. She had slash marks on her arms from the night before, when she’d tried to kill herself. Her skin was pale, and she had a far-gone gaze as she turned to Rohan and smiled weakly. 
“Senna, is that really you? Am I… how?” 
A lucid dream, he hoped.
He wanted to lift her from the bed and take her in his arms, but his body wouldn’t move as directed. It would only repeat his actions exactly as he had when this was real. 
He fell to his knees and buried his face in her chest. Her hand felt warm and comforting as she caressed the back of his head.
“Do you remember that time we drove to the Grand Canyon?” she said, pushing him back so she could look into his eyes. 
Rohan nodded.
“The little bed and breakfast there, and all the tarantulas that came out when it rained?”
“You hated spiders, but you said they were beautiful, anyway. They were at home.” Rohan held her hand, caressing it as if he knew he might never see her again.
“Take me back there,” Senna said. “Take me from this place.”
Maybe they could have escaped. In the early afternoon shift change, he could have figured something out. He was a magician, after all. He could fool the eye with card tricks, steal a wallet from a man’s pocket without him noticing. 
Yet he couldn’t rescue his fiancée from this hell. 
That look he hated so much, the look of absence, took over her eyes again. Her fist nearly hit him, then a foot connected with his shin. He stood, backing up, holding his hand over his mouth as he watched the love of his life scream and thrash in apparent pain.
“Senna!” he shouted, pleading for her to come back to him. 
He darted forward and squeezed her hand, but she pushed him away and roared. Her fingernails tore at his skin like claws, and he pulled away with a cry. He scrambled to the medical console and pushed a button. 
A few heartbeats later, a team of nurses rushed in, followed by Doctor Altemus. 
All the man’s degrees and training, and he still couldn’t rescue her from her mental illness.
Altemus stood over Senna, observing, fingers stroking his thin beard. Rohan had forgotten how distinguished the old man had looked, with his cardigan and white coat, glasses and shiny wingtip shoes.
“Leave,” Altemus said.
 “But—”
Altemus grabbed him by the shoulders, eyes staring down at Rohan, demanding attention and immediate obedience. “She’s in good hands, son.”
Senna screamed again, louder this time. Other voices in the ward joined her screaming, and soon the area was a cacophony of excruciating wails. 
Rohan put his hands to his ears and stumbled, hitting the wall. This wasn’t from the memory. Wails, moans, cries, screams, and voices whispering in different languages. They closed in on him, as if a hundred invisible, tortured people surrounded him.
A gray mist engulfed him. And then something dark ahead—a person? The silhouette of a man became clear, looming a few feet away. Yellow pinpoints of light flickered where the man’s eyes should have been. 
"Turn back," the voice said. "This path only results in loss, in pain."
Rohan moved toward the shape, unsure what to say. Around him, the voices returned, howling and screaming. Black shapes appeared from the mist. 
Hands. They were reaching for Rohan. 
"Run!" the shape cried. 
The mist exploded in a burst of pain and he fled.
The hot air of the desert woke him with a jolt. Pulling himself together, he realized he was back in the tent… and Senna was still dead. 
For now. 
Sand rubbed against the nylon of his sleeping bag as he sat up. 
His heart raced. He had dreamt about Senna’s death before, but never so vividly. 
And the chanting, the voices… he could still hear them. He sensed the strange man’s presence, as if he were sitting in the tent.
Rohan untangled himself from the sleeping bag and crawled outside. The sky was clear, filled with more stars than he had ever seen in his life. They shone with a bright, clear light that made the dunes and tents seem to glow. A gentle wind blew across the desert, shifting the sands, and he smelled the remnants of the campfire. He came around the tent and saw embers still smoldering, pulsing orange and red. Ahead, Altemus and Lev’s tent was illuminated from the inside, and their shadows darted across the fabric.
Rohan squinted. Had they brought a lantern?
No, he would have noticed. Not a lantern—candles, then. It had to be candles.
He pulled himself up and started for the tent. His back ached from the long hike.
As he got closer, a chanting sound from the tent grew clear—it was Altemus. Rohan couldn’t make out what he was saying, but the old man was whispering one moment, singing the next, and speaking a foreign language. 
“What the hell is going on?” Rohan asked himself. 
He peeled back the flaps of Altemus’s tent. The old man and Lev sat, eyes closed, in the middle of a circle of candles staked into the sand. The candles flickered softly, giving the inside of the tent an orange vibrance. Incense twirled between the two men like a snake preparing to strike.
“Stand,” Altemus said in a deep, guttural voice.
Lev jumped to his feet. He opened his eyes, but only the whites were visible. The Russian moaned and staggered forward, his arms out in front of him as if he were blind and trying to feel his way around.
Altemus reached into a backpack and pulled out something wrapped in rough, white paper. Unrolling it, he revealed a cow’s heart. He squeezed it in his hands so that the blood fell into the middle of the circle. His chanting resumed, his pitch becoming more frenzied. Lev moaned again and lifted his hands into the air, looking at the top of the tent.
Rohan recognized the ritual—it was the same ritual from the temple. 
“The first blood is complete,” Altemus said, shaking his fists victoriously. 
 Lev stumbled toward Rohan. Guessing the Russian couldn’t see, Rohan moved to avoid him. But Lev changed direction and they bumped into each other. Suddenly, Lev grabbed Rohan’s neck in a firm grip.
“Stop!” Rohan screamed, clawing at Lev’s hands. “What the hell are you doing?”
But the Russian gritted his teeth and groaned, his fierce eyes staring back in pure white.
“Let me go!” Rohan cried. 
Altemus’s eyes flew open and he ran over, grabbing Lev’s hands to separate them.
Rohan stumbled back, coughing. “What is this? Is he possessed?”
Altemus reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of smelling salts. He passed them under Lev’s nose, then kicked up a cloud of dust that extinguished the candles. 
Darkness enveloped the tent.
Rohan could barely make out the silhouettes of Altemus and Lev. 
“Details,” Rohan said, winded. “Now.”
“You’ll understand in due time,” Altemus said quietly. 
Lev’s body jerked, and the Russian looked around in nervous confusion, as if woken from a nightmare. “What happened?”
“It’s okay, Lev,” Altemus said, patting the Russian on the shoulder. 
“You were in a trance, that’s what happened,” Rohan said. “You almost killed me!”
“I guess… I wasn’t myself. It’s like, I remember, like I wasn’t here, but somewhere else watching it happen. I’m sorry, Rohan.”
Lev wiped sand from his legs. Looking exhausted, he walked to the corner of the tent and sat with his knees up to his chest, slowly rocking back and forth. 
A motion caught Rohan’s eye as Altemus glanced at his watch. 
“You arrived just in time,” Altemus said. “Time to go.”
“Hold on,” Rohan said. “Tell me what the hell you were doing!”
Altemus opened the tent flap and gestured outside. Lev staggered to his feet and followed him.
“Do you want to see Senna or not?” Altemus asked, looking back at Rohan.
He had a good point. Rohan could sit here demanding answers, or fulfill his promise to the love of his life and be with her again. The choice was an easy one, and as Altemus and Lev headed into the dunes, he ran after them.
It was indeed time to get this crazy night over with.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4: The Door to Hell
 
Walking through the desert at night was like a lesson in extremes. Instead of the searing heat of the sun, a cool breeze sent a chill across his exposed arms. Still, he preferred the cold any day over the heat that seared his lungs and stung his nostrils. He was glad to be moving forward, away from the strangeness of the experience at Altemus’s tent, and closer to Senna. 
The stench of vodka told him Lev was nearby. Sure enough, Lev slipped next to him and wrapped an unusually friendly arm around Rohan’s shoulders, taking a swig from his canteen. His teeth were yellowish in the starlight. Perhaps he felt bad for attacking Rohan earlier.
“You know what you’re about to see, foreigner?” 
“Aren’t we all foreigners here?” 
“This was all the Soviet Union, once,” Lev said, with a wave of his flask to emphasize his point. “Far as I’m concerned, it still is.” 
“I see why Russia has such a good reputation,” Rohan said.
Lev frowned, then barked a laugh and took another swig of vodka. Shrugging, he said, “Well, tonight you will see a miracle.”
“I’ve looked up this Door to Hell,” Rohan said. “It looks like—”
“No, no. Words, pictures, they do it no justice.” Lev waved his hands, swatting at Rohan. “You Americans think you can just look up everything on the Internet and pretend you’re there.” They walked on for a moment before Lev continued. “Some say The Door to Hell is simply a gas field… but we Russians know it’s more than that. There’s more than science behind it.”
“What, then?” Rohan asked.
“Been burning since the seventies, when a group of Soviet scientists tried to burn it out. So they call it a tourist attraction.” He leaned in close enough for Rohan to see his bloodshot eyes. “But those tourists, the Turkmenistan government—they don’t know the truth behind it. They don’t know what it can do, and why it burns.”
Rohan was getting irritated at Lev’s cryptic comments. “So, are you going to explain what the Door to Hell can do, or are you going to try to impress me with legends and fairytales?”
Lev simply chuckled to himself as he walked ahead. 
A dim orange and yellow glow bloomed on the horizon before them, revealing what they soon saw to be a massive crater, where an aura of fire met the stars. 
The crater stretched two hundred feet across and was completely engulfed in fire, like the surface of the sun. Thousands of small fires burned in the crater, with a large flame billowing in the center. The flames burned with an incessant roar that made it hard to concentrate. The air was thick with the scent of natural gas and burnt soil.
If it weren’t for the milky swath of stars in the sky, Rohan would have truly thought they were at the door to Hell itself. He stared, lost in the crater’s mesmerizing depths.
When he finally managed to pull his eyes from the flames, he saw that Altemus had set up a field table on the edge of the crater. Altemus took the skull out of the velvet bag and held it up to the sky as if to make an offering. After a moment of closed-eye mumbling, he lowered the skull to the center of the table and began speaking in a language Rohan didn’t understand. 
The skull’s markings glinted in the firelight and the symbols seemed to snake together. They weren’t just reflecting the light—they were emitting their own. 
In a deep voice, Altemus said, “The time has come.”
Lev rubbed his hands together, eyes glinting in the flames. Rohan felt a surge of excitement swelling within him, his heart beating quickly at the thought of the unknown. 
Altemus snatched the skull with one hand and jammed it into the sky.
The heat of the fires vanished like a candle flame snuffed with a breath. A beat of nothing, and then a chill wind carried a wave of sand across the desert. Above, clouds rolled in from nowhere, filled with lightning and whispers. 
Altemus and Lev were chanting, but it sounded like their voices were magnified a hundred fold. 
Rohan spun, searching for others in the darkness, but there was no one else. The flames from the Door to Hell flashed and jumped higher in response, and a crash of lightning splintered a cloud. 
Lev let out a cry of excitement. “Our time is coming!” 
Altemus pointed a finger at Lev. “Yes, yours certainly is.” 
Lightning crashed through the sky. Altemus punched Lev in the stomach, and the Russian stumbled backward toward the edge of the crater.
“Hey—” Rohan said, reaching out. 
The fire in the crater began to spin, swirling inward like a whirlpool of flame.  
Lev screamed, and only then did Rohan see the blade in Altemus’s hand. With a final chant, Altemus drove the knife into Lev’s stomach. The Russian screamed again, louder. 
“What… have you…?” Lev stumbled back, eyes wide in shock. He reached for Rohan. “Help….” 
Before Rohan could respond, Lev collapsed, sliding in the sand until he lay broken at the edge of the crater, the deep cut in his stomach glistening in the light of stars and flames. Altemus knelt and pressed a cloth to the wound, almost as if he meant to help the man. But then, he stood and squeezed the red-stained rag, dripping Lev’s blood onto the glowing skull. The blood sizzled on contact, and the skull grew brighter. 
“We’re nearly there,” Altemus said, then gestured to the Door to Hell. 
Rohan stepped back. “What the hell is this? You killed him!”
The area around them flashed and took on a bluish purple tinge. Rohan looked into the crater. The flames were gone, replaced by glowing light that flowed like a river—like the Northern Lights, ethereal, colorful, and ever shifting. 
The river of lights flowed around a single point in the center of the crater, which grew slowly until it was big enough for a man to fit through. Visions of another land flashed in the hole—a landscape that looked peaceful, but also not of this world.
 All noise had stopped. The heat of the flames had faded. A cold sweat coated the back of Rohan’s neck. Crunching sand grabbed his attention, and a flash of steel in the corner of his eye made him jump aside just as Altemus lunged with the knife. 
“You said you would bring Senna back!” Rohan yelled.
“Not exactly,” Altemus said with a grin. He swiped at Rohan, but missed. He circled him, ready to pounce. “I said I would reunite you. In sacrificing you, it will release my Anne from the afterlife. You get to be with your love, I get to be with mine.”
“All of this… it was for you?” Rohan asked in disbelief. 
“Why else?” Altemus lunged, but again Rohan dodged. He looked around frantically for something to use as a weapon, but the sand was bare.
Altemus lifted the blade, smiling, almost peaceful. “Come, it’s time you joined your love in death.”
Rohan’s legs twitched. He was ready to run. To live. But if he stayed, if he fought, he could end it right here and now. If he won, maybe he could release Senna’s spirit.
Rohan stepped forward and swung at Altemus, but the old man was ready for him. With a swift block and a sweep of his legs, Rohan was on his back.
Altemus came down hard with the blade, but Rohan diverted the knife so that it plunged into the sand. 
“You can’t alter your destiny,” Altemus said as he dove for the weapon. “You will die tonight.”
Rohan scooped up sand, throwing it into Altemus’s face. Altemus blocked with his sleeve, but Rohan lunged, taking them both to the ground. 
A quick slash barely grazed Rohan’s cheek, and he slammed his fist into Altemus’s face with a satisfying crunch. 
Rohan kicked Altemus in the ribs. The old man groaned, but before Rohan could make another move, Altemus had his leg and they were rolling through the sand. There was only one way out—Rohan brought his knee hard into Altemus’s groin, collapsing the old man.
Rohan grabbed the knife and spun, ready for the attack. This was his chance, but would the portal remain open if he took the old man’s life? 
Regardless, Altemus couldn’t be allowed to live, not after what he’d just done. Not after trying to kill Rohan. 
Just a simple stab to the throat. Rohan willed himself forward, telling himself it would be so easy, painless, like slicing butter. He lifted the knife, but hesitated. 
Altemus pounced and sank his teeth deep into Rohan’s arm. He ripped out a bite of flesh, then slammed his fist into Rohan’s jaw and elbowed him in the temple.
Rohan staggered back, his vision reeling. But he still had the knife.
Altemus charged again, but Rohan tripped him, sending him face-first into the sand. 
“It’s over,” Rohan said, knife raised.
Altemus staggered to his feet, ready to continue the fight. But suddenly, his face changed as the ethereal light dimmed.
“We’ve missed our window,” Altemus said in horror. He scooted back, his expression filling with hatred. “You made this happen. Why?!”
Sure enough, the river of light had lost its luster. Slowly, the flames along the edge of the crater were returning. The clouds broke up and dispersed. As Rohan stared at the sky in disbelief, he heard boots in the sand again and he readied himself. But then he turned and saw that Altemus was running away. The old man was several yards off already, disappearing into the desert night.
In the Door to Hell, the river of light was almost gone. Wisps of light escaped into the air, sparkling and whispering as they slid through the sky with an otherworldly glow. Rohan watched them fade into the horizon, wondering what they were. Then the fires of the Door to Hell were flicked back to normal, as if the ritual had never happened. The heat blasted Rohan again, and it felt even hotter than before. 
Everything had gone wrong. He never should have gotten mixed up with Altemus. He should have suspected him from the beginning. 
Rohan kicked himself for being a grieving idiot. Perhaps if he hadn’t been so desperate, he would have seen through the old man’s plan.
Maybe there had been a chance to bring Senna back, but that chance was gone. Now he had to get out of Turkmenistan. That much was clear.
He stumbled back to the camp where they had left the Jeep, his head spinning. If he encountered Altemus again, he’d be ready to fight. 
Memories flittered across his mind—a night with Senna when they’d gone to the ocean and simply lain there in each other’s arms, listening to the waves. A time when they’d gone hiking and she’d pulled him off the path to “enjoy each other’s bodies,” as she’d put it. And the last night he saw her, the night of delusional yelling and crying, the night before she had died. 
His legs gave out and he collapsed. But instead of trying to stand, he closed his eyes, just lying there. The dark sand pressed cold against his face. His will to fight, to carry on, was gone, but he had no other choice. His only hope was to make it to the Jeep, and he pulled himself to his feet and started to stagger through the sands.
He glanced back to see green light filling the sky and wisps of light dancing across the sands. The wisps resembled human forms, and the sight of them got him running. He pushed himself forward, each step thudding after the next, his mind like mush. Almost there, he told himself, but more than once he tripped, sprawling across the sand, and debated staying there. But no, he wouldn’t go out like that. Not here. 
Drenched in sweat and feeling like his legs would never work again, Rohan stumbled down a dune, and the familiar boxy shape of the Jeep rose into view. 
He jumped in, found the keys where Lev had hidden them under the seat, and peeled off, leaving a cloud of sand behind him. 
Rohan hated himself for not seeing through Altemus sooner, for putting his trust in the man who had been Senna’s doctor. Now his chance of reunion with her was over. Possibly gone forever. Unless he was willing to stoop to the level of Altemus. Could he learn the way of human sacrifice to get what he wanted? What he needed? A shudder ran down his spine and he shook his head. Never. He didn’t believe he could go down that path. Senna would never forgive him.
He slammed his fist on the dashboard, tears welling up in his eyes and obscuring the road ahead. 
For now, making it back to the hotel in Ashgabat was his priority. He could stay overnight and catch a flight back to the U.S. the next morning. Then it would all be over. After that, well, he’d figure out what to do when the time came.
Sandy dust and exhaust filled the vehicle, and Rohan’s sweat stung his eyes when he tried to wipe the tears away. He rummaged on the front seat, searching for a cloth, and was about to stop the Jeep when something caught his eye—a flash of light. 
He blinked. 
Again it came. A glimmer of silver crossed his path and he swerved, almost overturning the Jeep. He hit the brake and skidded to a halt. The Jeep still rumbling, Rohan looked back to see what it was. 
Nothing there. 
Peering into the darkness, he thought about getting out to investigate. A tinge of panic took him as he realized what that flash of light could have been. They’d opened a portal. Maybe it was a hallucination, but based on everything he’d just witnessed, it could be so much more. 
He stepped on the gas, pulling back onto the road as fast as the Jeep would accelerate. Then there she was—a silhouette of a woman standing in the road, right in front of him. Her eyes glowed and seemed to penetrate his soul.
He braked as hard as he could, but it was too late. The leather of the steering wheel gave slightly as he gripped it tightly, preparing for impact. But there was none. 
The lights of the Jeep highlighted an empty desert, no sign of any woman.
“Forget this,” he told himself as he stomped on the accelerator and prayed he would be able to make it back to the hotel in Ashgabat.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5: The Grand Hotel
 
Rohan woke with a start. The desert was gone, replaced by a sumptuous hotel room. Lavish curtains hung over the windows, and paintings of desert landscapes covered the walls. 
He sat up, massaging his temples. Memories of the fight with Altemus returned. 
But where was he? He looked around, slowly remembering. The hotel—he had stayed here before driving to the Door to Hell.
The night before, he had driven all the way back to Ashgabat, to the hotel. He was in so much pain that he didn’t really remember the trip. He just remembered getting into the Jeep and encountering the spirit on the road. After that, his body must have switched to autopilot. 
He ran his hands along the bed. He had slept on top of the covers, too tired to pull them back. The blankets were plush, and the monogrammed towels that had rested on the bed's edge were now draped down to the floor. Rohan must have kicked them in his sleep. 
He almost laughed at the sight of the arabesque windows and huge king bed. Unnecessary extravagance—but it’s what Altemus had insisted on. The old man was a doctor, living the high life. He had probably been used to these types of hotels.
A low hum from the air conditioning unit kicked in. Rohan threw his legs over the edge of the bed, pausing to stare at the floor. Glimpses of the river of light danced across his vision like a distant dream. 
He sighed and stood, wondering what was next. He could go back to his home in the U.S.—but where would he go? Surely not the same apartment he had shared with Senna. Did he want to live at all, after breaking his promise? 
A knock at the door, then a voice said, “Room service.”
Rohan didn’t know if it was safe to answer, so he crept to the door and looked through the peephole. A Turkmen in a white uniform waited on the other side, smiling. 
“Good morning, sir,” the man said when Rohan opened the door. He wheeled in a cart with several plates covered by metal domes, then bowed and left. 
The sweet and spicy scent of chai tea filled the room. Rohan lifted the metal domes, unveiling eggs and sausage, toast with several spreads of jelly, and half a green melon. 
Rohan sat on the bed, nibbling at the food in silence as he tried not to let his mind wander. He didn't want to think about the expedition. 
The fight was a hopeless one. A warm bite into the sausage and eggs brought him back to the day before he had proposed to Senna. He had made his own sausage and eggs poorly that morning, scraping burnt eggs off the bottom of the pan because he was thinking about all the ways his proposal might go wrong. 
The plan was simple. He had booked a magic gig on the west side of town. A kids’ birthday party. Rohan promised the parents a show for free if they let him bring Senna along and work his proposal into the last act. Rohan wowed the kids with a few card tricks and a mentalist gimmick he’d learned from an old man in New Orleans. Senna had sat in the back of the audience, smiling at him softly and clapping with the children, the gold stud in her nose glinting every time she turned her head. When it was time for the last trick, he asked Senna for help. She picked a card, showed it to the audience, and then inserted it back into the deck. When he guessed her card, she gasped at the sight of the ring taped to the opposite side. He bent down on one knee, and she said yes before his knee hit the ground.
Funny how food could bring back memories so vividly. He missed Senna, missed the old days when they had done everything together. The days before her mental illness revealed itself, before every day was borrowed.
When he finished eating, he started a warm bath and eased into the soothing water. His bruises swelled, but soon most of the pain subsided. 
He closed his eyes and rested against the porcelain wall of the tub. The lavender scent of the hotel soap took him to another place and time, when he’d held Senna in his arms on a warm summer day in the backyard, among flapping clotheslines of fresh laundry. That had been before she started hearing voices, rambling about the dead walking among the living. If only he’d known back then that Altemus had played some part in all that. 
It didn't matter now. He closed his eyes, considering what he would do next. 
The air in the room shifted, causing the wet hairs on his arm to stand up. 
Someone was with him. A woman. He sensed her—but it was more than that.
He felt her. 
 “Senna?” he asked. 
He opened his eyes to see a woman in the room, iridescent and blurry, her body outlined by a glowing aura. Her skin looked like it had once been caramel-colored. Her long, curly hair flowed about her as if submerged in water.
Rohan flinched backward. This couldn’t be real. 
He reached for his towel and stood slowly, with every intention of running from the room. The spirit flashed forward, directly in front of him, her wide, frightened eyes staring at him in confusion. 
“Wh-who are you?” he asked as he backed away, exiting the bathtub. 
The spirit opened her mouth, but no words came out. She held her throat, eyes pleading with him, as she tried to speak again. This time she screamed, still with no sound. He watched her mouth working in the silent scream, still in frightened awe, when suddenly, her voice pierced the silence. Rohan fell to his knees, hands over his ears. 
“Sorry,” the spirit said. “I’m so… sorry.” 
Her words didn’t seem directed at him, though. She’d turned from him, as if she was talking to someone else.  But there was no one there. 
“I don’t understand,” Rohan said, covering himself with his towel again as he stood. “You’re not Senna. You don’t belong here.”
“I—I'm Corinne. Where am I? How did I get here?” 
Something must have worked with the ritual the night before. This spirit had escaped, and followed him. The flash of light he’d seen outside of the Jeep had looked like a woman, too. But he’d convinced himself it had been an illusion brought on by fatigue and stress. 
 “You have to go back,” he said, trying to sound calm. “Leave me.”
She stared at him, then spun into the air, scanning the room. “Show me the way out, then.” She floated toward a wall, but flew back, as if repelled by an invisible force. She hovered before him, eyes now wild with frustration. 
He lifted a hand, and reached for her.
“Hey,” she said, stepping back, but he was too fast. He touched her shoulder, and they watched as his hand went right through her. She stared in horror, then slowly lifted her gaze to meet his. “So this is what it’s like….”
“What?” 
“To be… a spirit.” She floated over to his bed and sat on the edge.
Rohan put on a robe, surprised at how calm he now felt. Any other person would have run out of the hotel room screaming by now. But in the last few days, he'd seen worse things than this. 
“I was with my family, I was….” Corinne paused, looking up at the ceiling as if trying to remember something. “No, that’s not right, either. How long was it since…?” She held her head. A soft whimper escaped her silvery lips. 
“Are you okay?” Rohan asked. Though it still felt strange having a conversation with a ghost, he wasn’t sure what else to do. 
“Yes, just… it hurts to try to remember. As if slivers of the memories are there, but other parts are just beyond my reach.”
“Do you remember coming here?” he asked, sitting beside her on the bed. He noticed that her form on the mattress did not shift at all from his weight as he sat down.
“No, I don’t belong here.” She looked at him with frightened eyes. “But I have to go back.”
“Back? Back to where?” 
“The desert, where you found me,” she said. “Where you set me free.”
He stared at her, his mouth suddenly dry. 
“You did set me free, didn’t you?” she asked. 
“It wasn’t me.” He stood, turning from her. “It was an old man… Altemus. And he’s dangerous. All of this, it’s way too, dangerous. I can’t go back.”
Corinne stared at him, eyes burning with fury. “So I’m stuck here because you’re a coward?” 
“I almost died!”
“Then why was the gate opened?”
“It’s a long story.”
“You’re just going to walk away, then?” she asked, furious. “The seal between the two worlds has been broken! Things will never be the same.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”
The spirit stood and put her hands on her hips. “You can’t run away from this.”
“Enough!” Rohan turned and started packing what little he had into his backpack. He put on a t-shirt and loose jeans. 
“Where are you going?” she asked, 
“As far from here as possible."
He reached for the door, but felt a shiver of energy course through him. He glanced at her, wondering what she was doing, but then the feeling faded. He slung his bag over his shoulder. 
“Listen,” Rohan said. “The act that brought you here required death, a blood sacrifice. I can only imagine the same would be necessary to get you back to wherever you’ve come from, and I’m not doing it.”
She stared at him with her wide, sad eyes. 
“You think I wanted this?” He kicked the wall in his fury. “Senna was never supposed to leave me. NEVER! And now, after I failed to save her and then failed again to bring her back, after I came so close, you want me to go through it all again? Hell no!” 
He stormed from the room and slammed the door behind him. In the hallway, the lights flickered overhead and silver energy flowed through the air. The tingling feeling started again, then grew stronger… and stronger. He had to stop and lean against the wall as a searing wave of energy struck him. 
He spun and shouted, “For the love of God, stop this!” 
She had followed him out of the room, looking concerned. With a step toward him, she reached out to touch his arm.
“Don’t,” he said. He reached to push her away, but instead his hands went through her again as her silvery form caught him in its energy. They began spiraling around each other, and the silvery light grew brighter. 
Along the hallway, doors opened, then slammed shut again as people screamed. 
Rohan looked down and saw flames shooting from his fingertips, setting the hotel’s floral wallpaper on fire. 
“Make it stop!” he shouted. “Why are you doing this?” 
“I’m not!” she called out, and then she fell to the floor. She pushed herself up and looked around in horror as the flames licked the ceiling. “What’ve you done?” 
“How…?” 
But there was no time to think. The hotel guests poured out of their rooms and ran down the hallway in a mad rush to escape the flames. A few stopped to snap photos of Rohan with their phones before dashing away. 
Corinne appeared in front of him. “You want to survive? Bring this to an end? Then we have to get out of here, now.” 
Rohan shook his head. "No. I'm not going to be a part of this."
He ran, merging with the crowd of foreigners like himself, not stopping until he was out of the hotel. 
Once he was clear, Rohan stopped to look back. The great gray building, old and majestic, with its slick stone veneer and arabesque circular windows, was hopelessly on fire. Gray smoke billowed in the sky above the hotel, and sirens filled the air. Soon, fire trucks pulled up and the crews went to work, but Rohan could tell the building was lost. 
“You did this,” Corinne said. She had caught up with him. “Do you see why we can’t just run from this? Why it has to be set right?” 
He licked his lips and prepared an argument, but he knew she was right. 
Below, police talked to a group of hotel guests. They spoke frantically, and then pointed to where Rohan was standing. 
His eyes widened. "Crap!"
He tried to slip into an alley, but it was too late. A fleet of police cars swarmed the sidewalk and officers jumped out, pointing their guns at him. They were shouting, but none of it made any sense. Hands held out to show he was unarmed, he lowered himself to his knees. 
That seemed to anger them even more, because a second later they were on top of him, screaming and handcuffing him. Then WAM! Pain, a bright light, and everything went dark.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6: Prison
 
Rohan woke to a blur of shadows and movement. His head swam. Frantic voices surrounded him, speaking a language he didn’t understand. The darkness threatened to return, but he fought it. He had to know where he was, how he had gotten here. 
When he gained enough consciousness to observe his surroundings, he saw that he was sitting upright in a chair. The walls were covered in ornate, scrolled wallpaper, lit by a single fluorescent light that gave the room an orange glow. Perhaps this had once been a hotel—one that had seen its glory decades ago. Some countries in Eastern Europe and the Middle East had turned hotels into prisons, and this could easily have been one. The place smelled of mildew and old people, and the carpet was stained in dark splotches. Light shone in from the one window, curved and arabesque, revealing an endless city of clotheslines and flat, beige roofs.
A man stepped in front of Rohan, his face shadowed so that his features were indistinguishable. He had a bulky frame and a beard, and wore a blue uniform. A gun stuck out from a hip-holster.
“Who are you?” the man asked in broken English. "Tell us why you set the Grand Hotel on fire."
"I didn't do it." Rohan’s jaw ached. He coughed, feeling pain ripple across his body.
"Eyewitnesses say you did. And they also described a strange light, the same light described at the Door to Hell last night."
Silence. 
“Tell us what you were doing at the Door to Hell.”
Rohan tried to clear his head, thinking as fast as his groggy mind would allow. “I’m a tourist, that’s all.”
“Did you bring that spectacle of light with you? That must have been very difficult to pack in your suitcase, Mr. Evans. Let me guess… all part of a magic trick.”
Damn. The man knew more than Rohan thought. 
Rohan struggled to figure out what to say. Before he could come up with anything, a fist to his gut sent him rolling across the floor. His head swelled at the pain and he grabbed his stomach, gasping.
“Let’s start again. Who are you?”
“Rohan… Evans.”
 “We knew as much. Now, tell me what you were doing at the Door to Hell.”
“I told you. Tourism.”
The man held up a photo of Lev’s dead body, burned and covered in blood. “We prefer our tourists not to commit murder.”
Rohan felt his body go cold. “I didn’t kill him.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
The man punched him again, this time in the face. “We have the best jails in Central Asia, Mr. Evans. Our prisons are even more notorious than Turkey’s. You will be right at home among our criminals.”
“You can’t hold me,” Rohan gasped. “I’m a United States citizen.”
“They won’t know we’re holding you if you simply disappear,” the man said, grinning. “However, I’m going to be generous and allow you to tell me the truth. If you do that, I just may be able to save you.”
“And… if I don’t?”
The man pulled out a gun. “We do not abide by your laws, Mr. Evans. In our culture, it’s an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. So in your case, it’s a life for a life.”
“I told you, I didn’t set the fire,” Rohan said, doing his best to steady his voice. “I didn’t kill that man you’re talking about.”
 “So you want to make this difficult." He snapped his fingers. At the sound, two men entered the room, carrying a box. They opened the lid, revealing knives, scalpels, and other devices Rohan hadn’t seen before. 
“Last chance, Mr. Evans,” the man said, picking up and sharpening a small, thin knife.
Rohan said nothing as the man approached him. He tried to pull back, but the two men grabbed him and held him to the chair. Rohan winced as he felt the knife’s sharp blade prick just below his Adam’s apple. A cold trickle told him a bead of blood had escaped his skin. 
“Tell us who you really are,” the man said. “Which government sent you?”
Rohan gulped. “I told you everything I know.”
The man stared into his eyes, unblinking. Finally, he spat in Rohan’s face, then exited the room. The other two smiled like they were enjoying themselves.
When the man reappeared, he carried a barrel of water. With a fierce grip, he ripped Rohan out of the chair and held his head over the surface of the water. 
Gray water, murky with a layer of scum, inched closer as the man thrust Rohan’s head down. Rohan tried to resist, until his strength gave out and he was in the water, struggling and holding his breath as long as he could. Then cold flooded around him and he was back up, gasping for air. 
“Did you enjoy that, Mr. Evans?”
He coughed, then managed, “I didn’t kill anyone!”
The man pushed Rohan’s head closer to the base of the barrel, and again he was pushed down, freezing water filling his nostrils, numbing his eyes. Bubbles escaped, and he couldn’t hold his breath any longer. Water surged down the back of his throat and into his lungs. 
He was yanked up, coughing for breath, spitting up nasty water. 
“I’m telling you, I didn’t—” he began in a raspy voice, but suddenly he was under the water again.
Time slowed. The water swirled around him, and the man’s voice sounded like a distant echo. A tingling spread across his face, coldness splintering his cheeks. 
A few more seconds and he would black out. His eyes began to close, then shot open. The water at the bottom of the barrel was shifting… glowing. Two eyes appeared, and he tried to scream, air bubbles shooting up around his face. He pulled back, but the man’s firm grip held him in place. 
And then he saw the face take form. It was the spirit from the hotel, Corinne. She held a finger to her lips, but he had no air left to scream.
"When you hear yelling," she said, her voice coming clear through the water, “run.”
Rohan thought he was dreaming, maybe already dead. He let his head sink as the man dunked him deeper. Yellow light emanated from the woman’s face, blurry in the water. And then with a flash, she was gone. 
The hands around Rohan’s neck loosened their grip. Rohan relaxed at the release of pressure. Somewhere, people were yelling. 
Rohan groped wildly about. He found the sides of the barrel and used all of his strength to pull his head above water. Fresh air rushed into his lungs and he gasped, trying to find his bearing. His heart beat frantically, struggling to keep him alive. How close to death he had really been, he’d never know.
A shape caught his eye—the man who had been holding him now lay unconscious in the corner. A second, more muscular man was curled into a ball, whimpering on the floor beside the first.
Rohan stumbled past them, unsure how to process what had happened. Again, Corinne appeared like a wisp of silver in front of him. Her eyes were sharper now, but darted around the room as if she were afraid. When she turned her gaze to Rohan, she was staring right through him.
“Run,” she said, but it was too late.
With a bang of the door, two men rushed in with revolvers drawn. They took in the situation, and then had their guns aimed at Rohan as they shouted at him in words he didn’t understand.
Corinne vanished with a flash that filled the room. Lightning shot past the men, spinning them so that their heads collided and they collapsed, out cold.
Rohan stared. He’d originally set off on this journey to bring back life, but it seemed like he was mostly finding death. 
Corinne reappeared and looked at the bodies with wide eyes. “I—I had no choice.” 
A shrill sound pierced Rohan’s ear, and he looked at her in shock. 
Corinne's mouth moved in response, but the words never met Rohan’s ears. Instead, his head filled with a dull ringing and the room convulsed around him. A low moan escaped his lips as he collapsed, followed by a crack as his head hit the floor. He struggled to sit up, his hand going to his head where an intense pain now pulsed. 
Turning, he saw a guard standing behind him with a baton, eyes wild. Had he just hit Rohan in the head with that thing? Anger overcame Rohan and welled up until it exploded—but not in a physical attack. Instead, he stretched his hands toward the guard and the spirit woman flew forward, energy shooting from her fingers at the man and causing him to stagger back in pain. 
“How are you doing that?” she shouted. “I feel stronger, somehow.”
“I don’t know!” he shouted back, feeling a strange surge of energy. “You’re the spirit here!” 
“Keep focusing,” Corinne said. “Concentrate on this link between us, and we might actually get out of here!”
Rohan opened and closed his hands again, preparing for the next attack. 
A second door opened and two guards came running in, pausing only momentarily to glance at their fallen comrades. 
Rohan spun, shouting at the top of his lungs, and the woman’s silvery form spiraled around him. Energy coursed through his limbs, growing stronger with his anger. The guards ran back down the hall, calling for backup.
“We can’t stay here,” Corrine shouted.
Though Rohan could hardly walk, he managed to follow her out of the prison. He stumbled at first, but slowly began to regain his footing. 
“What happened back there?” he asked as a metal door banged open, taking them out into a steaming hot day. The door had led them to a barbed wire complex. 
She took a moment to think, then floated up into the sky. When she returned to his side, she motioned to a far wall, and he followed her without stopping to question. 
“You seem to have summoned me, somehow,” she said. “What matters now is that we get out of here.”
He nodded, numbly. 
She moved alongside him, passing right through the wall. He hurried after her, and pushed himself flat against the metal door. It gave way, and soon they were outside, moving in the cover of trees and following a dirt hill that descended to a city below. He glanced back, anxious, and was relieved to not see anyone following. So far, they were clear, but when they came to a lookout point, she gave him a signal and zipped on ahead.
In a moment, she was back, ready to move on, but then hesitated. “I help you out of here, you help me figure out how to return to the afterlife. Deal?”
“Is this really the time?” 
“I help you, you help me. This is the only time.”
He massaged his temples, trying to fight down the terror of what they’d do to him now if they caught him. 
“Yes, sure. Okay? As if I have a choice.”
“There’s always a choice,” she said. “You could leave me to haunt the world while you probably get yourself killed.” She smiled, but then the smile vanished and she staggered back, catching herself on a rock. When she looked up at him, her eyes were dazed, unfocused. 
“What’s happening?” he asked. 
“I—I don’t know. I feel… weak.”
Her eyes rolled up into her head and she collapsed. Instinct pulled Rohan forward to catch her, but when he did a cold wind blew through him and she vanished. 
He still sensed her, though.
“Rohan?” her voice echoed, distant yet very close.
“Where are you?” he asked. 
“I think I’m inside you. This is so strange. So wrong, but.…” 
“Yes?”
“I feel my power returning, like I’m growing stronger. Does that make sense? Can I just stay here for a bit, to recover?” 
“Okay, for now.” He shifted uneasily at the realization that he’d just given a spirit permission to rest in his body. 
“Thank you,” she said. 
“So what now?” 
“If it wasn’t you who opened the portal, we have to find the man that started this, and end it.”
“I told you, I’m not ready for that.” Rohan felt a kick inside himself, like his insides convulsing. “Hey.”
“Fine,” she said. “But you can’t exactly stay here and wait to be captured for more torture. They’ll be harder on you this time.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7: On the Run
 
The heat of the sun beat down on Rohan as he ran down side streets and narrow alleys, staying low in case the local authorities were looking for him. 
After regaining her strength, Corinne had left Rohan’s body to fly through the sky and lead him through the dark areas of the city. Rohan had been following her for over an hour now.
She appeared out of a brick building to his right and waved, then vanished through the wall ahead. He ran over to it and waited, catching his breath until she appeared and nodded that it was clear. He sprinted past the wall and jumped over it as an old woman came toward him on a moped. She swerved out the way and yelled something at him. 
“Coulda told me about that one,” he said. 
“I’m not a god,” she said, fading through a group of trees. He waited, eyes searching for her to reappear and show him the way. 
“Over here.” Corinne appeared through a wall to his right. “Just past this building, there’s a bus stop with an image of an airplane on it.”
He followed her, ignoring the thick sweat collecting at the base of his back. When he made it home, the first thing he would do was sit in an air-conditioned room, a cold beer in one hand and his remote in his other. The thought of relaxing seemed a distant memory.
They passed a small Internet café with young kids crouched behind old block-style computers, a vine-infested courtyard that smelled of burning meat, and a darkened doorframe where two men were conversing in Turkmen.
Turning down a side street, Rohan found himself in an open-air market with a marble fountain in the center. The bus stop was just past the fountain, an enclosed structure scattered with couches and plants. Several older women in colorfully patterned dresses sat in one corner, talking loudly as they waited. 
A white bus rumbled up to meet them, its hydraulics whistling as the driver opened the door. 
Rohan was about to dart for the bus, when three police cars pulled up to the fountain.
“Back!” Rohan whispered to Corinne.
"You know they can’t see me, right?” 
“I was talking to myself," Rohan said, his back to the wall. 
He retraced his steps and took a turn into the courtyard. The tables were close here, and he narrowly avoided tripping as he darted between them. Corinne appeared at the other side of the courtyard, just over the metal fence, and motioned him up. He stepped onto one of the tables and threw himself over.
Without hesitation, he was off again. The buildings went by in a blur as they darted down alleys and around narrow corners. He jumped over a cat in one alley, then spun to avoid an old butcher dumping a bucket of fat.
“What’s the plan, now?” he shouted. 
In an instant, Corinne was high above him, looking back, and then she was beside him, floating along as he ran. 
“Go into that door,” she said, pointing. 
Rohan saw a curved door, slightly ajar, with studs covering it. With no time to think, he ducked in and threw the door shut behind him. He spun, eyes searching for a place to hide. The high ceiling was arched, painted bright white with blue patterns that looked like stars and flowers. The smell of clean stone and tile soothed his senses. 
He took in the majesty of the mosque as an angled ray of light shone down on him. As his breathing calmed, his mind cleared. 
“We don’t have time to rest,” Corinne said, annoyed. 
An old man appeared from a side entrance. He pointed at Rohan’s shoes and shook his head. 
Corinne hissed, “We need to keep moving.”
“Be quiet,” Rohan whispered, then realized the man was looking at him oddly. 
“Who are you talking to?” the old man whispered in broken English as he stroked his long gray beard. Then his eyes went wide and he stumbled back. He began speaking in Turkmen, eyes flittering up to the ceiling. 
“I think he sees me,” Corinne said. 
“Yeah, I’d say that’s a safe bet.” Rohan moved past the old man. He hoisted himself out through the window. “Tell him we’re sorry.”
Corinne appeared next to him in the alley. “You think because I’m a ghost I speak Russian or Turkmeni or whatever?” 
He just shrugged. “I think that because you’re a ghost, you can get me out of here..."
“Perhaps.” 
“Great. What’d you have in mind?” 
She pointed to a line of taxis at the end of the road, and he sighed with relief. He hopped into the first one, not caring that it was musty and the cloth seats were faded and worn. 
“Airport, please,” Rohan said. He’d blend in there, and fly home. Then he’d decide what to do about Corinne. He wondered briefly if she could follow him on the plane.
The man looked at him like he was crazy. 
“I don’t think these guys get many tourists,” Corinne said, appearing next to the driver. 
Rohan frowned, then put his arms out like an airplane and made a buzzing sound. 
The driver smiled with a mouthful of gold teeth and said something in Russian. 
As the taxi eased through traffic, Rohan appreciated the break, and especially appreciated his freedom. He relaxed, closing his eyes. What he wouldn’t have given for a moment to lay low and find his thoughts. But when he opened his eyes again, Corinne was staring right at him. 
“We have a problem,” she said.
Rohan sat up and looked around, not seeing an airport. The taxi driver was shouting something in Russian. 
“Where are we?” Rohan asked, voice cracking with worry. 
The driver pointed up the road. The Ashgabat International Airport lay ahead, its several spires rising into the gray sky. A long, bottlenecked line of traffic led up to it, and at the front of the airport, sirens blazed. 
“Can you, you know?” Rohan whispered. “Go and see what’s going on?”
Corinne nodded and flew out of the car. He watched as she trailed through the sky, growing smaller and smaller until she hovered over the front entrance to the airport. Then she flew back and landed in the taxi, shaking her head.
“We’re too late,” she said. “Police are all over the airport, and I’d bet they’re after you. No one’s getting in there, especially you.”
“So we’re out of options?” 
“I wouldn’t say that.”
She gestured nearby to a large box truck coming from the opposite direction, where the road was more open. The driver, a dark-skinned man in a t-shirt, was attempting to maneuver himself out of traffic and onto the shoulder so he could go around. A sedan blocked his way, so he started shouted at the sedan’s driver.
“I passed through that truck on the way back to you. He’s carrying a shipment of rugs headed for Uzbekistan. He also has a passport hanging from his rearview mirror. It’s a risk, but—”
“Isn’t Uzbekistan like two days’ drive from here? That’s a long drive. What if he stops?”
“It’s not a foolproof plan, Rohan. But it seems like we’d have a shot. You’d rather see what the authorities have in mind for you?”
He had to act quickly. The truck wasn’t moving fast, but it was moving. 
“Okay,” he decided. “Especially since I don’t have much time. Altemus is out there trying to open another portal, if I know him at all….”
“You’re considering going after him?” she said, her voice rising with hope. 
“I can’t let him keep killing people, and tricking people into insanity. I was a part of this, and I can stop him. He lied and told me that he could revive my fiancée, Senna. And I was stupid enough to believe him.” He sighed, deeply. “So yeah, I’m going after him.”
 
“Great!” she said, then appeared outside the taxi, motioning him to hurry. “The truck’s not waiting around for you.”
Rohan handed the taxi driver a few bills and thanked him. Ignoring the honking cars, he hopped the median onto the other side of the road.  
Traffic was starting to flow again, and he had to sprint to catch up with the truck. He reached out and grabbed the sides of the open door, heaving himself up and into the back as Corinne flashed over to him. When he had caught his breath, he secured the canvas flap over the back opening, to ensure no one noticed him.
The truck jolted forward, causing Rohan to fall over and land hard on the rugs. They were coarse and thick, but still Rohan managed to find a place where he could rest. Corinne went back and forth between floating up to the top of the truck to see where they were going, to sinking back through the roof to check on Rohan. He was exhausted, and soon found himself nodding off.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8: Spiritual Magnetism
 
The trip in the box truck had been rough. Rohan had cramped legs, and even worse cramps in his stomach from hunger. Still, sleeping on the pyramid of rugs had been one of more restful nights he'd had lately. 
They made it across the border to Uzbekistan easily enough, thanks to lax security at this part of the Turkmenistan border. Rohan struggled to communicate with the locals, but he eventually found a taxi and took it to a train station, catching the last train to Samarkand just before it left. 
He and Corinne worked their way through the crowded train as it pulled away from the station. Desert sand billowed behind the train as it chugged down the tracks. Ahead, the mountains of Uzbekistan lay in the distance, a pleasant sight after being in the desert so long. 
The train was old and rickety, and looked like it had been built in the early twentieth century. A faint scent of cigarettes lingered in the seats. The halls of each car were filled with people speaking both Turkemeni and Uzbek. Rohan thought he heard some French and Russian, too, and many other languages he didn’t recognize. 
Rohan attempted to push his way through the crowd, but it was bustling and he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. 
“You sure this is the best idea?” Rohan asked Corinne, muttering quietly so no one would notice him talking to himself. 
“The next stop is Samarkand,” Corinne said. She floated alongside Rohan as he navigated between people. “From there we can figure out where to go next."
A thought struck Rohan. “Mahkmuhd, he said he was from Uzbekistan!” 
He remembered the vivacious taxi driver and told Corinne about him. He still had the driver’s business card in his wallet. 
“But he’s in Russia,” she said. 
“Maybe he has family or friends in the area? Can’t hurt to call.”
She nodded, and then motioned at a group of people looking his way. “Careful. They’re looking at you talking to yourself.”
He turned away from the group and headed toward his seat. Being in a crowd had its risks, but they needed to take the train. A bus would have been slow-moving and subject to searches if authorities saw anything unusual, while a train was less likely to be stopped once they made it far enough from the border.  
Rohan recognized his quarters just a little farther up the aisle. 
“It’ll be nice to have some quiet,” Corinne said. 
As she floated through a woman, the woman pulled her blue shawl tighter with a frightened glance around the car. 
Rohan opened the door to their quarters and saw a family already inside. He nodded to the family, stuffed his backpack under the seat, and plopped down. 
“Well, I’m getting some sleep.”
The family looked up at him and asked him something in Uzbek. 
Rohan flushed and smiled, shaking his head in apology. They smiled back and returned to their conversation. Rohan glanced at Corinne and tilted his head towards the family.
“Until we’re alone,” Corinne said, with a look of understanding, “looks like we can’t talk to each other for a while.”
 Through the big square windows, the desert landscape slowly gave way to brown mountains rising into the sky. 
Rohan settled down in his booth and used his backpack as a pillow. Corinne sat next to him, floating a few inches above.
A child stared at him—a young Uzbek girl with brilliant brown eyes. Rohan gave her a smile, but her gaze wandered to where Corinne was. With an unsettled look, Corrine simply stared back. 
The father, a man in a button-up shirt with cropped grey hair, said something stern to the girl and she looked away, but then stole a glance back to Corinne's location. 
Rohan looked over at Corinne and gestured slightly with his head, motioning toward the hallway outside the car. You should go.
She looked like she was about to protest, but then folded her arms and drifted through the door, giving Rohan an annoyed glance before disappearing down the hallway. 
Outside, the sunset painted the sky in orange and purple, and soon Rohan found himself drifting off to sleep. 
Several hours passed before Rohan stirred. A gentle brush of wind against his ear gave him a slight chill, and Corinne whispered, “Wake up.”
Rohan startled. “Wha—?”
The family was still asleep, illuminated by the faint starlight that leaked in through the edges of the windows. 
“Something’s happened,” Corinne said. 
“Police?” Rohan asked.
“No, something… else.”
Rohan grabbed his backpack and slung it over his shoulders. He slipped into the hallway, where several people had already gathered, murmuring and whispering. 
Corinne floated over the hustle and pointed downward.
Rohan pushed his way through the crowd and saw a man on the ground. He was older, with a pointy, triangular beard and a velvet rug cap. His hands were on his chest, as if he had grabbed it just before falling down, and his lips were slightly parted, his eyes wide open.
“A heart attack,” Corinne said. Her eyes grew wide with worry. “Quick, into the bathroom.” 
Swirling light began radiating from the man’s body. It lifted into the air, manifesting itself into a human form. Rohan looked around the crowd, but no one else seemed to have noticed.
Rohan gave Corinne a confused glance, then did as she said and stepped into the small bathroom. 
“Close the door,” Corinne said as the spirit turned, seeming to notice them. 
Rohan did, but a moment later the door glowed and the form of the man came through. He hovered before Rohan. The silver light within the man raged like a storm, then settled into an expression of fright. The spirit turned and tried to fly away, but a tendril of light reached out from Rohan and yanked the spirit back. 
“Release me!” the spirit shouted. He lifted his hands as if to strike Rohan, but Rohan flinched. The act made the spirit whimper in pain. 
“Why am I here?” the spirit asked.
“I….” Rohan looked nervously to Corinne. She gave him a go ahead gesture. “I guess it’s because you died.”
The spirit hung his head, considering. His eyes were full of anger when he looked back up. “If I died, why are you pulling me to you? Let me go.”
Corinne floated forward, eyes inquisitive. “Rohan, try something. Will him to do something he wouldn’t normally do.”
Rohan imagined the spirit doing a twirl, like a tiny ballerina on a music box. Indeed, the spirit did just that, cursing the entire time. 
“This is the power you have,” Corinne said, staring at Rohan with a mixture of awe and terror. “You can control him—”
“Enslave, you mean,” the spirit said. “As he’s done with you.” 
“To… me?” She blinked at this, but bit her lip before turning to Rohan. “Send him off, Rohan. Release him.”
“Corinne, do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” Rohan asked. “My Senna…. If there’s even still a chance—”
“I thought this was about stopping Altemus now?” she said, horrified. “You’re still thinking about your fiancée? She’s dead!” 
“So are you, but look at you! You’re here, aren’t you?” 
She stared at him, then her anger melted to a look of pity and she motioned at her translucent form. “This is how you’d have it?”
“It… I…. We’ll need all the help we can, if we hope to stop Altemus,” Rohan said, grasping. Yes, he’d take Senna in any form he could get. But, if Corinne wasn’t happy as a spirit, or whatever the hell she was, how would Senna feel? Could she ever be happy in such a state? Rohan cursed, confusion clouding his mind. 
“You can’t really be considering this?” Corinne said.
Rohan looked at the man’s spirit, now standing before him with a terrified expression. Corinne was right, this wasn’t the man he was. If he did this, he’d be no better than Altemus. 
“I release you,” he said. 
But nothing happened. 
“Focus,” Corinne said. 
The spirit nodded vigorously. 
Rohan held out his hands, as if warding off the spirit, and focused. Closing his eyes, he saw a thin, golden ribbon reaching between him and the spirit. He concentrated, and then felt a sudden release. At the same time, the train floor opened, revealing a swirling portal. A river of light flowed under the train, exactly like the river he had seen at the Door to Hell. 
The spirit sighed with relief. “Thank you.” Then he entered the river, and the portal quickly closed behind him. 
“I’m proud of you,” Corinne said. “When you were in the hotel, you would have never dreamed of controlling a spirit. Now you’re moving along. Baby steps.”
Rohan ran a hand through his hair. “Why should I have such power?”
“We don’t always have a choice of what our destiny is. It seems spirits are drawn to you, so maybe it’s part of some greater purpose?”
“Or it’s just the result of a botched blood ritual.” 
“Or both.”
“The ritual in the desert, it changed me in more ways than I would have thought.” He was quiet for a moment, then considered Corinne. “Do you think I could dismiss you?”
“I—I don’t know. I hadn’t really considered it, at the time. It’s true though, that I tried to leave and couldn’t.”
He closed his eyes and held out his hands, but nothing happened. She shrugged with a smile.
“I couldn’t really abandon you now, anyway,” she said. “You need me if you hope to have a chance against Altemus.”
Rohan knew it was true. Still, he felt bad for her. 
“What’s down there, waiting for you?” 
“I still don’t know, exactly.” She turned to the window, looking lost. “All I can remember is a wonderful time in the afterlife. I remember the emotions, but not the details. They’re slowly coming back, but in small pieces.”
As the train charged ahead, Rohan stared out at the mountains and wondered what memories Senna would have as a spirit. He settled back into his booth and tried to sleep, but he couldn’t stop staring at the stars. 
 
***
 
The station in Samarkand was modern, with beige walls and arched windows that stretched fifty feet into the air. When the train pulled in, Rohan made his way through a crowd of people to the nearest payphone. He pulled out Mahkmuhd’s business card and waited for almost twenty rings before he heard a voice on the other end of the line. 
“Rohan!” Mahkmuhd said through staticky reception. “My friend, how are you?”
“I’m stranded.”
“Where?”
“Samarkand.”
“What in heavens are you doing there?” Mahkmuhd asked. “I thought you were going back home to California when the job was finished.”
“We experienced some… setbacks. Listen, I need your help.”
“Say no more, Mr. Evans. You can count on me.” Mahkmuhd gave him an address, and then they reminisced about their time at the bar. When Rohan hung up the phone, he was feeling much better about the journey. He was ready for another adventure.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 9: Uzbekistan
 
The roads through the Uzbekistan cities were well kept in some places, but crumbling in others. The taxi jerked about suddenly, whenever Rohan least expected it. 
Despite the rough ride, he was captivated by the scenery. He admired the way fences had been fashioned from large stones, forming patterns with the different colors of rock. Back home, in the U.S., all the houses were the same. Here, each home had its own distinct feel and history. He stared out at the muted colors of polished stone and clay, tall wrought iron gates painted white, and people sitting in their doorways smoking and talking and staring as they passed by.
“Ever been here?” he asked Corinne.
She shook her head, then motioned to the driver, who was looking back at him and grinning.
“Of course,” the driver said. “I live here many years.”
“Ah, yes.” Rohan felt the blood rush to his cheeks as he made a mental note to stop doing that.
They pulled up to the address that Mahkmuhd had given them, and saw a small complex of houses connected to each other. The compound’s clay exterior was accented with a long, tall double door, and wooden-frame windows were open here and there. 
After letting them out, the taxi driver drove away quickly. 
"This is the spot?” Corinne asked. 
“That’s what he said,” Rohan replied. He took a deep breath of the fresh air, then looked up to watch the wind playing with the leaves. "I wonder what it would’ve been like to grow up here." He paused, turning to her. “Sorry, I forgot you couldn’t remember much.”
“Actually, I’m feeling different now, though I’m not sure stronger is the right word. Like I can sense more, and some memories are returning. For example, I know I had a family, though I can’t remember what they looked like yet.” 
She stared into the sky, lost in thought for a moment. “I’m not sure which is worse, not remembering you had a family, or remembering that you did but not being able to remember anything about them.”
“Or remembering everything, but knowing you’ll never see them again.”
“Yes,” Corinne said. “You really loved her, didn’t you?”
“I’d have done anything for Senna.”
“Judging from what you’ve attempted so far, I don’t doubt it.”
“Yeah, well, look where it got us.” He stared up at the house, hating himself, hating the fact that his whole life right now was devoted to stopping Altemus. But it was his fault for putting his trust in the old man, so he could only blame himself.
Rohan looked around again, wondering if they should try knocking on one of the doors. None of them had numbers or names. 
“Our actions have consequences,” Corinne said.
“Are you telling me I should have somehow known Altemus was going to try to kill me? That he would open a portal and make a ghost haunt me?”
“I’m not haunting you. I’m helping you.”
“Call it what you want, but—”
A cloud of dust rose from the street nearby and a black car pulled around the corner, interrupting them. The car stopped, and two large men in dark grey suits got out. They looked at Rohan, then said something in what seemed like a mixture of Uzbek and Russian.
“Mahkmuhd’s friends?” Rohan asked.
“Get in the car,” the larger of the two said. He wore a pair of sunglasses, and lowered them so Rohan could see his eyes. “We’ll ask the questions.”
Rohan considered running. These guys looked too daunting, even if they were Mahkmuhd’s connections. 
“One has a gun,” Corinne said.
“As if I wasn’t nervous enough,” Rohan replied.
The big man looked at him, eyes narrowing. Then he said, “No need to be nervous. Get in.”
“Seriously, stop talking to me in front of other people,” Corinne said. “And be careful.”
Inside the car, the big man jumped into the driver's seat, while the other man sat next to Rohan in the back seat. Rohan saw the gun on his hip. There was no chance of escape, even if he dared to try. 
The big man in the sunglasses drove. They rode in silence for half a mile, and then the man next to Rohan turned and asked, "How do you know Mahkmuhd?” 
“It’s… a long story.”
“Give us the main points.”
“Right....” Rohan looked for Corinne, but didn’t see her. “Basically, I was working with him on a job in Russia and—”
“You went to Turkmenistan, da?”
“Well, yes.”
The man smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re our man. You and Lev, big help to us.”
Rohan shifted in his seat, confused. “How so?”
“Our cousin, Mahkmuhd, didn’t tell you?” The man shook his head and then said something in Russian to the driver. “Little Nozima. She isn’t well these days, and Mahkmuhd… he was working to fix that.”
“A cure for death,” Corinne said, startling Rohan. He felt a shiver rush through him. 
“Don’t worry," Corinne said, "I just entered your body again. It’s like a refueling station. I feel so invigorated.”
"You okay?" the driver asked, glancing at Rohan in the rearview mirror. "You cold?"
Rohan rubbed his hands together and shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. "About Nozima."
“If we can help, you let us know. We’ll get you to Russia, don’t you worry,” the man in the back seat said.
“But first,” the driver said, “we have to make sure you’re well fed.”
Rohan felt his hunger surge back—he’d almost forgotten how hungry he was. He leaned forward in anticipation, his mouth watering. 
Streets zigzagged and large buildings sped past. It was almost like they were back in America. Samarkand grew small, with its bright lights and endless stretches of buildings slowly vanishing in the distance as they made the grueling ride through Uzbekistan.
 Instead of well-kept streets, out here they drove along bumpy, windy, mountain roads that made Rohan nauseous. The homes, which had covered every inch of the street, were less frequent now, replaced by rock and sky. As the road wound through the mountain, goats were everywhere instead of people. Occasionally an eagle screeched through the sky, and Rohan would crane his head out the window to catch a glimpse. Even though it was cold outside, he enjoyed it compared to the ungodly heat in the car from all the men sitting cramped next to each other. To make matters worse, Mahkmuhd’s cousins wouldn’t stop talking. It was like being in a two-hour cab ride with two Mahkmuhds. 
All the while, Corinne sat next to him, glowing. When they arrived at the house, a small, tidy building with white paint chipped along the corners of the walls, they found a few women serving a feast. Round breads, bowls of pilaf, melons sliced and laid out by color, and all sorts of foods that Rohan didn't recognize lined a decorated table linen on the floor, cushions spread around for them to sit on.
“This is too much,” Rohan said.
“Nonsense,” the big man said. “Eat, eat!”
The meal was every bit as enjoyable as Rohan had hoped it would be. Chicken with roasted garlic, lamb with a mint sauce, and dates and figs. He ate two full plates of Olivier salad: boiled potatoes, dill pickles, peas and chicken, topped with carrot slices.
“Come,” the driver said when he saw he had eaten his fill. “Meet Nozima. Come, come.”
Rohan glanced at Corinne, who hovered over the floor in a sitting position. She nodded at him.
“Here,” the driver said, pointing him to a side door.
Rohan entered to find a young girl, maybe seventeen or eighteen, wrapped in blankets. She lay on a bed, and the moonlight cast a pale glow on her face. 
“What’s wrong with her?” he asked. The driver gestured that he didn’t know how to explain, and Rohan sat down beside the sick girl.
The girl turned to him, eyes half-open, but when she saw him they opened wide. “You have it… you have a special power. I sense it.”
Rohan looked around nervously, but the driver who’d shown him in just sat in the corner, hands folded, watching him with a slight smile.
“You must have me mistaken,” Rohan said when he turned back to the girl. “I don't have any powers.”
“No, you have the power. You’ll see soon enough.”
Rohan stared into her hopeful eyes. She had the look of someone who knew that her end was near. 
Rohan nodded, then leaned forward, smiling gently.
“Rest, child,” he said, doing his best to sound comforting. “Everything is as it should be, and you are greatly loved by your friends and family.”
She smiled up at him as Corrine appeared at his side. 
“That was very kind of you,” Corinne said. She leaned in toward the girl and whispered something in her ear as she ran her hand across the girl’s forehead. Her hand glowed over the girl's face. 
With a soft moan, the girl closed her eyes and fell asleep.
Corinne looked to Rohan with a nod, and then vanished.
“Thank you,” the driver said. “You bring her rest.”
They stood for a moment, watching the girl sleep peacefully. 
"Come, friend. It’s time we got you where you need to be.”
 
***
 
Back on the grueling roads, Rohan's queasiness returned. He sensed Corinne nearby, but she was staying hidden, maybe even resting inside him, he wasn’t sure. Mahkmuhd’s cousins kept talking or cracking jokes that he couldn’t understand, and he did his best to smile and play along. 
The border crossing, first through Kazakhstan and then, many hours later, into Russia, was surprisingly painless. 
“The border’s too big,” the driver explained when Rohan asked about it. “Even Russia can’t monitor every inch of it.”
Rohan smiled and nodded, then munched on some more of the samsa they had brought for the journey. Only another few hours, and they’d be there. He groaned, leaning back in his seat and massaging his thighs. Soon, he decided to close his eyes for a minute. 
A slamming of doors snapped Rohan out of his sleep. He rubbed his eyes and was surprised to see the bar where he’d first met Mahkmuhd. 
He stepped out of the car. The sun hadn’t risen beyond the mountains yet. Crickets filled the air with a low hum, and the field around the bar had peaceful stillness to it.
The bar door opened, casting a long line of light across the grass between the car and the bar. A man’s silhouette appeared, and moments later Rohan was at the doorway, shaking hands with Mahkmuhd as if they were best friends reunited at long last.
“Come, come,” Mahkmuhd said, leading Rohan to a table.
The bar was empty but for them. Mahkmuhd gave Rohan an odd smile, and Rohan found himself wishing he weren’t alone. 
“So,” Mahkmuhd said, pouring himself a drink.
“Vodka?” Rohan asked.
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mahkmuhd laughed, showing him the bottle. “The finest water.”
Mahkmuhd turned to his two men, now standing in the doorway like guards, and they spoke to each other in Uzbek. Their words got louder and faster—they seemed to be arguing—until suddenly Mahkmuhd downed his water and leaned forward, assessing Rohan.
“My cousins tell me Lev and Altemus were not with you,” Mahkmuhd said. “This is disturbing news. What happened to them?”
Rohan’s heart beat in his ears as the image of Altemus stabbing Lev flashed before his eyes. He couldn’t tell Mahkmuhd. Would he believe him? It was possible the man knew this would happen. But, Rohan was willing to bet that wasn’t the case.
“I have bad news,” Rohan said with a glance toward the men at the door. “Things went bad in Turkmenistan, and, well… Lev didn’t make it.”
“So I hear.” Mahkmuhd’s eyes narrowed, then he pulled out his phone and showed it to Rohan. “That’s your picture, yes?” 
Rohan stared in shock. It was a screenshot of the news. A split screen photo of The Grand Hotel on fire and the Door to Hell. Rohan's face was in the lower right corner.  
“It seems you’re a wanted man, these days.” Mahkmuhd put the phone away and pulled out a pistol. He set it on the table, hand still on it, aimed at Rohan. “Now, tell me truthfully. How did Lev die?” 
“It was Altemus. He—”
“See, the problem is,” Mahkmuhd interrupted, “I ran into Altemus a few days ago. He told me he was on his way back to the temple. And very, very curiously, he told me a story of you turning on the two of them. Seeing as I’ve known Altemus about one day longer than I’ve known you, we’ve got a trust problem, Mr. Evans."
The sudden formality took Rohan off guard. He glanced at the cousins, his mind spinning. He had no idea how he was going to survive this. 
He looked at Corinne, trying to speak with his eyes. 
But she understood him. “Get ready,” Corinne said, then she entered Rohan.
Rohan felt a surge of energy rush through him. A warmth tingled his fingertips and light circled his limbs, lifting him off the ground. 
“What in the…?” Mahkmuhd stood and stepped away from the table, knocking the pistol to the floor. 
 “It worked.” Rohan smiled as Corinne lowered him back to the ground. “See, Mahkmuhd? We opened up a portal to the dead, and I have a spirit with me.” 
Mahkmuhd shook his head as if trying to wake from a dream. “It… It’s a miracle.”
“Altemus turned on us. He sacrificed Lev, and tried to kill me too. If he’s going back to the temple, he's going to kill others."
Mahkmuhd's hardened demeanor softened as he said, “You definitely think he’d kill again?” 
“I’m sure of it,” Rohan replied. 
Mahkmuhd’s face went pale. “You’d better hurry.” He picked up the pistol and held it out. “You’ll need this, and the car. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it. But something crazy’s going on here, and you need to stop him.” 
The two men stepped aside, and soon Rohan and Corinne were speeding up the road to the mountains. 
The sun was coming over the hills now, throwing a pale orange light across the windy mountain roads before them. Billowing clouds of pink and red filled the sky behind them. He hadn’t thought he’d be back here so soon, especially not speeding back to the monks who’d tried to kill him, or the man who had tried to sacrifice him as part of a ritual to open a portal to the afterlife. 
Rohan gripped the steering wheel tightly. 
Soon he was going to stop Altemus, and he felt he might finally have a chance of making things right.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 10: Training Time
 
 
Rohan and Corinne stood on a rocky outcrop overlooking the temple. The wind had picked up, and the snow blew gently across the valley. The spires of the temple glinted against the rocks. 
Rohan tried to ignore the wind’s sting as he stared at the spires. Just a few days ago, he, Altemus, and Lev had stood on this same outcrop. 
He had been delusional. Thought he could bring Senna back. Fallen prey to Altemus’s agenda. 
Though he could only see the spires of the temple, he remembered the steep descent into the valley, the climb up the parapets—the combat. He remembered Senna, how he had done all of this for her. Imagining her beautiful face, he rallied his strength and prepared himself for the ascent again. 
“Altemus is there,” Rohan said. “I can feel it.”
Corinne folded her arms. “You won’t be able to face him.”
“I faced him last time,” Rohan said. “And I did just fine, thanks.”
“He’s going to be stronger,” Corinne said. 
Rohan tapped the pistol on his belt. “Trust me, I won’t hesitate. It’s personal now.”
They started down the rocky ledge, Corrine floating easily. Rohan squinted through the blowing snow. Even though it was freezing, he pushed on without bothering to tighten his jacket. He could only think of Altemus and stopping him, and of avenging Senna. 
As they neared the temple, Rohan glanced around nervously. He expected someone to be patrolling the area, so he scaled the parapet carefully, his hand hovering over the pistol on his holster.
But there was no one. 
He took a few crouching steps, then stepped on something—a body. Cold and stiff. The face’s eyes were fixed open and sunken into their sockets. 
It had been there for several days.
He held his nose to protect himself from the stench and set his sights on the courtyard below. 
Bodies. 
Everywhere. 
The floor was littered with bodies lying face up, their entrails hanging loose and eyes open toward the gray sky. 
Corinne flashed in front of Rohan and stopped him from moving forward. There was a look of worry in her eyes. “Wait. There’s… a presence.”
Rohan drew his gun and wheeled around. “Is it Altemus?”
“I don’t think so.”
Quiet settled between them, and then it filled again with the buzzing of the flies and distant snow tumbling down a mountain. 
Rohan stood on the edge of the parapet and looked down at the stone walkway leading up to the temple. Suddenly, the edge of the parapet crumbled and he lost his footing. He leaned away from the edge and tried to jump back, but he fell feet-first, Corinne’s scream following.
A hand grabbed him by the arm. Rohan felt himself dangling as his body crashed against the side of the parapet. Looking up, he saw a dark-skinned Middle Eastern man with a long beard hanging onto him. The man groaned as he pulled Rohan up. His gray beard was bloodied, and he had a deep cut on his forehead. 
“That was close,” the old man said, then glanced toward Corinne. “You don’t belong here.”
Rohan and Corinne looked at each other.
“Wait—you can see me?” Corinne asked.
“Of course I can see you,” the old man said. “I’m a Kahin—just like you, young man.”
“What’re you talking about?” Rohan asked.
“There is much you don’t understand. I will explain, but first, let’s get away from the flies.”
 “Why are all these people dead?” Corinne asked. 
“They were murdered by a man who’s given up his own soul. A man named Altemus. Come now, let us go.”
The old man led Rohan and Corinne into the heart of the temple. The scent of burnt candles and incense lingered in spite of the heavy stench of death. Blood streaked the floor, and Rohan could tell many people had died here—the bodies that were outside.
The old man ushered them through a thick steel door, down a long spiral staircase, and through another reinforced door which he locked behind them, shrouding them in darkness. He lit several candles, and the room flickered into view. It was filled with shelves and display cases of artifacts. There were many different bones and skulls—several resembling the one Altemus had stolen—and other things that Rohan couldn’t identify.
Corinne drifted around the room, studying its contents.
“This room is protected by a silencing spell,” the man said. “We can talk in peace.”
 “Who are you?” Rohan asked.
“My name is Ahmed, although I should be asking you the same question. I was a temple elder, and this is my temple.”
Suddenly, Rohan recognized the man’s face. When he had robbed the temple, this old man had begged him to spare his life, before Lev struck him on the head with a pistol. He recalled the fear in the old man’s eyes. 
“I remember you now,” Rohan said. 
“You caused this,” Ahmed said. He took off his robe, revealing a ripped shirt and dark pants. He was missing a front tooth, and his skin was pale. “After you took the skull, we didn’t know what to do. The rest of the temple elders and I contemplated suicide.”
“Because of a skull?” Rohan asked.
“It’s not just a skull!” Ahmed snapped. “It is the cornerstone of our religion.” 
The old man picked up another skull with markings on it. “This is the skull of Alexa, a woman who defied death by bringing her lover back from the dead over two hundred years ago. What a woman she was! We revere her, and her skull is the most important facet of our religion. We drew our power from the skull. We even revived corpses over the years, though the Russian government tried to suppress our efforts. It’s why we live in the mountains—society won’t accept us. They don’t believe in our power.”
“So you’re telling me you can revive bodies?” Rohan asked.
“I myself cannot. But many years ago, members of our religion were able to. Of course, that was only because they had the skull. Without it, that power cannot be tapped.”
 “He’s telling the truth,” Corinne said. She had been floating around the room silently as the old man spoke, regarding the artifacts on the wall. “The items here have a spiritual signature.”
Rohan relaxed. Nice to know that he wasn’t going crazy.
“I see something different in you,” the old man said, scrutinizing Rohan.
The old man’s gaze made him uncomfortable. “What do you mean?”
“When you raided the temple, you were no better than a common thug. But now, you have a spiritual signature as well. Traveling with a spirit has unlocked your true potential as a Kahin. Funny how things change so quickly. There is much truth to our teachings.”
“I’m no Kahin,” Rohan said. “I don’t even know the meaning of the word.”
“A Kahin communicates with the dead.”
“Just like you can communicate with me, Rohan,” Corinne said. She looked at Ahmed sadly. “But that’s not all he can do.”
“No, it wouldn’t be,” Ahmed said. “Of course, I can cast a few spells that have been handed down, but this is a spiritual place. It’s full of energy, and almost anyone could cast a spell if they knew how to do it. Once I step outside these walls, I’m just a man who can see spirits.” 
Rohan shook his head. “This is getting really weird.”
“There are Kahins all over the world, living in secret. I have met many of them myself. But none of them have the manifestation of power that I see in you.”
“Listen,” Rohan said, “I’m not a Kahin, and I don’t want to be. I just want to bring my fiancée back.”
“Which, by definition, is what a Kahin does.”
Rohan was silent.
 “You performed something miraculous recently, Ahmed said after a moment of silence. “I can sense it. You channeled your first spirit, yes?”
Rohan remembered the events on the train with the dead man. He nodded.
“You’re lucky that I am the first Kahin you have met. Someone less scrupulous might’ve tried to take advantage of you. They might have tried to kill you. You see, we Kahins have been training for decades for this moment. All of us have been trying to figure out a way into the next world. But no one could. I have no idea what Altemus knows, but he has unlocked the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Whether you like it or not, Rohan, the world is in danger. You have no choice but to act.”
“How did you become a Kahin, Ahmed?” Corinne asked.
Ahmed shuffled over to a table and began to heat up a pot of tea. “When I was a young man, I had a family. Three sons and one daughter. My oldest son died in a car accident. I was overwhelmed with grief. One afternoon, I was at the mosque, praying, when a strange light enveloped the sky. I was in a feverish prayer, and thought that it was Allah. The light descended, and as it grew closer I realized it was the spirit of my dead son. He said to me, “Father, I am stuck in this world. I wish to leave.” I touched him, and my spiritual energy opened a portal to the afterlife, which my son entered after quickly thanking me. Of course, I never saw him again. 
“But then, I began to see the dead everywhere. And they spoke to me, telling me their problems, how they were stuck in this world, and how all they wanted to do was pass into the next world so that they could rest. I saved as many souls as I could, but I could not keep it a secret. People began to talk about me, and soon I feared for my life. I happened across a traveler who also was a Kahin. A Russian. He knew that my days were numbered, and so he invited me to Russia with him. He brought me to this temple, where I have been practicing channeling and the dark arts for the last thirty years.”
 “Thirty years is a long time,” Rohan said.
“And it began with a single event,” Ahmed said. “Just like your journey, Rohan. But now it’s time for you to see my power.”
The candles in the room blew out, and all Rohan could see was the whites of Ahmed’s eyes. The man began to chant and sing, and wisps of light emanated from his body, swirling around the room, filling it with blue light.
The wisps took shape, and Rohan saw that they were spirits with yellow eyes and hazy silhouettes. There were three of them, and they whispered as they gathered behind Ahmed.
Rohan stepped back. Corinne looked speechless as well.
“You must learn the dark arts,” Ahmed said. “Your life depends on it. It’s time to train, Rohan.”
“I just met you,” Rohan said. “You’re talking to me like you know me.”
“I know your soul,” Ahmed said. “I know what you’re capable of. And I know what will happen in this world if you do not tap into your true potential.”
Ahmed pointed at Rohan, and the souls floated toward him. “These are spirits. Harness their energy before they harness you. A good Kahin never lets spirits control him.”
The souls swirled around Rohan, staring curiously.
“Who are you?” Corinne asked, but the souls did not respond. Instead, they inched toward Rohan. 
Rohan felt the air grow cold. He didn’t want to know what it would feel like if the spirits touched him. “I told you, I’m not a Kahin.”
“Then you will suffer the consequences of being inhabited,” the old man said. “When you broke in here the first time, you should have known what was coming. Show me your powers. If you are truly meant to stop Altemus, destroy this soul.”
One of the souls flashed and rocketed toward him. 
“Destroy it?” Rohan yelled.
“No time for talking,” Ahmed said, frowning. “Act or die.”
Rohan focused on the soul and imagined two invisible hands reaching for it. He imagined grabbing the soul by the neck, its wispy frame in his hands. He looked at the opposite corner of the room, and imagined throwing it there.
And in a flash, the soul was flung toward the side of the room, just as he imagined. It disappeared through the wall, leaving behind a sickening moan as it sailed through unseen rooms of the temple. 
The other two souls whispered to each other and backed away, retreating behind Ahmed. 
Rohan expected the old man to laugh, but instead a grim look spread across Ahmed’s face. 
“Very good, but also very bad,” Ahmed said. “Never fling a soul anywhere you cannot see.”
“Why?”
“Because you will lose control of it. You don’t know where it will end up, and it may harm other people before you can get to it.”
Ahmed snapped his fingers, and the soul flashed back. “You’ll never beat Altemus with the skill set you have now. Merely being able to fling souls is not enough. Try again!”
The soul zoomed at Rohan, roaring. 
Rohan imagined two invisible hands grabbing it again, but this time, he aimed for the floor. The soul slid across the floor and through a table, stopping just before the wall.
Rohan dashed across the room and grabbed the soul by the neck again. It moaned. 
“Better,” Ahmed said. “But when you threw it, you disconnected your link. Never break the link.”
Ahmed focused on the soul, picked it up, and tossed it into the middle of the room. While the throw was the same, the soul looked like it was in a vice grip. 
“Imagine throwing a ball against a brick wall. Throwing a soul is not the same as throwing a ball. When you release a ball, that’s it. You wait for it to come back to you. Not so with a soul. When you throw it, you must imagine it on a string—it, too, will come back to you, but only because you control it. Again!”
The soul rushed at Rohan. His mind was fatigued from the last two encounters, and he struggled to concentrate. He grabbed the soul with his mind and flung it across the room, picturing a silvery thread that connected the soul to him. As the soul sailed through the air, he still felt as if it were within his grasp—controlled by his every thought. 
The soul slid across the floor with a dazed look.
“Flinging souls might sound trivial to you,” Ahmed said, “but they are not meant to interact again with the living. When we control them, it dazes them. When the Kahin’s mental powers are stronger than the emotions of the soul, he can control that soul. If it’s the reverse, well… heaven help the human.”
Rohan’s brain reeled. He stumbled back, mentally drained.
“I know you must be tired,” Ahmed said. “But I hope this first lesson has given you a glimpse of what you can do with the dark arts.”
Rohan stumbled into a chair and downed a cup of rose tea. “No more.”
“For now,” Ahmed said. “But we’re not even close to being finished.”
 
***
 
Rohan spent most of the night training with Ahmed. The souls continued to overwhelm him, and he still had trouble controlling them with his mind. 
They studied through the night, the only light coming from candles on the wall and the souls themselves. Pentagrams glinted from the sides of bookcases. Skulls watched them with their black-eyed stares. 
Ahmed was likable, and they got along well. He wasn’t as dark as he seemed. But he was serious. Rohan guessed you had to be serious if you were a temple elder. Ahmed had interacted with a lot of souls, and had a lot of experience. He had been waiting for the portal to the afterlife to open. He was ready for it. Rohan, on the other hand, was not. 
At first, it seemed like he would never learn, but after a while he got better at controlling the souls. By the end of the night, the souls were able to pass through him without affecting him at all. He had learned to make his mind like steel. 
“Don’t get overconfident,” Ahmed said. “This is just training. What you will encounter in the real world will be much, much more complicated.”
“Thanks for the help.”
Ahmed yawned and disappeared into another room. “We’re done for tonight. Get some rest.”
“And Altemus?” Rohan asked, frustrated that they’d spent so much time training instead of going after him.
“The spirits of my brothers are searching for him,” Ahmed said. “When they find where he has gone, you’ll be notified immediately.”
When the old man was gone, Rohan glanced over at Corinne, who had been watching him the entire time. “You’re awfully quiet.”
Corinne stared off into the distance. “I remembered a little bit, that’s all.”
“Remembered?”
“How I died. Being around Ahmed’s souls helped me remember.”
Rohan’s eyes widened. “What happened?”
Corinne started slowly. “I was… a lawyer. In… California.”
“California?” He found that tidbit interesting, considering that was where he was from. “Go on.” 
“It was a car accident. I think. I just remember the crunch. The shattering glass. That’s it. I have this memory that keeps trying to break through, but every time I get close to remembering it, it drifts away.”
“That must be hard.”
 “Maybe one of these days I’ll be able to remember everything,” she said. “Even though I enjoy the afterlife, I do think it would be nice to remember my family. Where I came from.”
Several souls entered the room, calling Ahmed’s name frantically. They zipped around Rohan and swirled toward the old man as he entered the room. 
“What’s the matter?” Ahmed asked them. 
The souls communicated to him so rapidly that Rohan could not make out the words. 
Ahmed sighed, turning back to Rohan. “Our training is over. I thought I sensed something, and these souls have confirmed my suspicion. There’s a gathering of energy nearby. It has to be Altemus.”
Rohan cursed. “Has he opened another portal?”
“Not yet. But he may be close. I’ve never told anyone this, and I’m hesitant to tell you now, because I was sworn to secrecy as a temple elder.” He paused, then continued, “There is another gate to the afterlife. We were never able to open it, but Altemus may be able to now that he’s already opened a gate once.”
“Where is it?” Rohan asked.
“Deep within this mountain there are caverns, and if you go even deeper, you’ll find water that steams as if from hell itself. Our order believes this to be a gate—it’s why this temple was founded here in the first place. And it’s where the skull is most powerful.”
“How do you know this?”
“Because every time I go there, I see souls in the area. They sense the portal, but they can’t access it. I’ve never been able to, either. None of the elders in the temple have been able to, though trust me—we’ve tried.”
“Then we have to go to this portal,” Rohan said. “It’s time to put a stop to Altemus once and for all.”
“Good luck,” Ahmed said. “And if that doesn’t happen, rest well in death. But Rohan, you should know that if Altemus opens the portal to the afterlife, he will summon an army of the dead and use it against the world. Once he’s revived his lost wife, he’ll do anything in his power to keep her. No matter the cost.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11: The Underground Cavern
 
Ahmed had left them at the entrance to the tunnel to the underground, and Corinne and Rohan proceeded through the darkness, the only light from her glow. If Ahmed couldn’t be trusted, they were walking into a trap. 
If the old man was telling the truth, soon they would be facing a showdown with Altemus. 
The sound of dripping water came from ahead, and more than once Corinne had to warn Rohan to watch his step where the rocks were slippery. He turned a corner to find a small chamber, where stalactites grew from the rocks above and stalagmites rose up around them. The chamber felt like it would collapse on him at any moment, those stony teeth chomping him to bits. The smell of sulfur hung in the air like dense smoke, and the sound of rushing water was not far away. 
“Do you think Ahmed was telling the truth?” Rohan asked.
“We’re here, aren’t we?” Corinne asked.
“I don’t know,” Rohan said. “You’re a better judge of character than I am.”
“Because I’m a spirit?”
“I guess so,” Rohan shrugged.
“He looked trustworthy to me,” Corinne said after a moment. 
Rohan stumbled, then stopped and squinted through the darkness. Corinne flew ahead, illuminating the path. Several spiders skittered out of the shadows. 
“He could be anywhere down here,” Corinne said. 
Ahead, the path branched out in multiple directions, leading into an ominous rocky maw. 
Rohan strained his eyes to see in the faint, silvery light. “Let’s keep going. We’ll be quiet."
“Let me try something.” Corinne closed her eyes. A moment later, the chamber was filled with a flash of silver light, and then she was gone.
“Corinne?” Rohan asked. He looked around frantically as darkness settled on him.
No response. He stood in the blackness, unable to see anything. He stepped back out of fear, and his feet splashed in a puddle, the sound reverberating off the walls. When the echoes disappeared, he heard water dripping from a nearby rock. 
A silver light flashed next to him, and Corinne appeared at his side. 
“Could you give me a warning next time?” Rohan said.
“Afraid of the dark?”
“Considering that the person we’re chasing wouldn’t hesitate to cut my guts out, then yes, I guess you could say that right now, I’m afraid of the dark.”
Corinne pointed down a path. “He’s that way. I sensed him.”
“But did you see him?”
“I flew ahead, but I didn’t have to go very far. I sensed a spiritual force unlike anything I’ve experienced before. You know, like how the hairs on the back of your neck stand up when you sense something bad? I’m positive it was Altemus. And someone was with him.”
“Who?”
“I… couldn’t see. But I definitely sensed something else down there. Be on your guard.”
Rohan put his hand on his pistol and they started down the path. 
The deeper they went, the more the dank smell increased. Soon, another rotten smell mingled with it.
“Do you smell that?” Rohan asked.
“I can’t smell, Rohan.”
Rohan stopped and sniffed. Sickly sweet. Putrid. Rotten. 
“It smells like death.”
Corinne, who was floating forward, stopped and stared at him, afraid. 
Ahead, in the faint glimmer from Corinne’s light, two shapes appeared on the path. They took a few steps toward Rohan and Corinne, and then stopped. 
Rohan drew his gun. Corinne retreated, and the shapes blended into the darkness. 
Footsteps pounded against the rock. 
“Dive!” Corinne cried. 
Rohan knew by now to trust Corinne, and so he dove to the ground just as a fiery arc flew over his head and sailed deeper into the cave. 
The two shapes drew closer, and Rohan saw that they were corpses.
Rotting, stinking, corpses of flesh and bone. Their skin peeled from their faces like fading wallpaper, and their hands were engulfed in flames. Their maggot-ridden faces were lit up by their fiery swords. 
A second fiery arc flew toward Rohan. He jumped up, but he couldn’t avoid it. His body slammed into the cold, hard rock. 
A corpse was on top of him in an instant, trying to burn his face with its hands of flame. 
He grunted in pain and kicked at its knees, a blow that would have brought a regular man to the ground. The corpse staggered back, surprised, and then charged him again. 
Rohan drew his gun and fired straight into the corpse’s stomach, stunning it. 
The other corpse leapt into the air with a roar,  its fiery hand poised to strike. 
Rohan rolled out of the way just in time and jumped back, putting distance between himself and the corpses. They shambled toward him with their fists flaming, watching his every move. 
“I need a little help here!” Rohan shouted.
“Try this,” Corinne said, her eyes glowing bright. 
She faded, and then surged into Rohan’s hands. 
Light flashed through the cave, making the corpses shield their eyes. When the flash disappeared, it turned into a gleaming, silver sword.
“It’ll do,” Rohan said, tucking his pistol into his belt. 
He thrust himself toward the closest corpse and swung, slicing one of its arms off. The creature slashed at him, but he stepped back and cut its other arm off, then kicked it to the ground. 
“Go for the head!” Corinne said, her voice emanating from the sword.
“Thanks for the advice,” Rohan said as he slashed the corpse’s head off.
The other corpse ran toward him, but Rohan spun and dodged before taking its head off, too. The corpse fell to the ground, leaving Rohan standing in the middle of the darkness, covered in blood.
Corinne returned to her normal form, then flickered and caught herself on the stone wall. 
“You okay?” Rohan asked.
Corinne nodded. “Using my power… it weakens me.”
Rohan nodded. “We’ll have to figure out another way from now on."
“Just keep moving,” Corinne said, flying ahead.
Rohan stared after her. She was hiding something. He followed her into the darkness. With each step, he expected another corpse to attack. But none came, and after a while they emerged into a massive cavern lit by candles. 
Steam pools filled the cavern. Arched rock above made the place feel like an ancient fortress, and the gentle light from the pools gave the area an aura of magic.
“This is what Ahmed was talking about,” Corinne said. “I can’t believe somewhere like this could exist, and only the temple elders know about it. It’s like the eighth wonder of the world.”
“It’s amazing.”
“Amazing? I feel a connection with the afterlife here. As if I could just reach out and—”
Rohan heard a sound, and shushed her. They hid behind a rock and focused on an altar in the center of the room. 
A low chanting filled the room, growing louder and louder. 
“I know that voice,” Rohan whispered. “It’s Altemus.”
Altemus stood with two robed men at the altar, the glowing skull in his hand.
The dagger hung on Altemus’s belt. He chanted, and handed the skull to one of the men. The second man held the skull up into the air. In a flash, Altemus plunged the blade into the man’s heart, then, before the other could react, stabbed him as well. He snatched the skull as it fell toward the ground and then tucked it under his arm. A smile spread across his face as he stood over the gasping men. With a swift kick, he sent their bodies plunging into the hot spring. Then he looked over his shoulder in Rohan’s direction, candlelight glinting off his face. 
“This place certainly took some finding.” Rohan climbed from behind the rock. “It’s over, old man.”
“Is it?” Altemus asked, anger burning in his eyes.
A swishing sound came from all directions, and a mighty wind threw Rohan to the ground. When he looked up again, the hot spring was swirling inward with a green glow, much like the Door to Hell had in the desert.
It was happening again.
A mighty portal opened in the hot spring, and Altemus held out his hands as spiritual energy flew out of the portal and brightened the cavern.
“To think that all that time, we could have just grabbed the skull and come here. It would have spared at least two lives.”
“You can’t keep doing this!” Rohan cried, scrambling to his feet. “Those were men, they might’ve had families!”
“Their families are not more important than mine,” Altemus said, putting the skull into his knapsack. 
“You can’t do this!” Rohan shouted. “You can’t just kill innocent people!”
“Casualties of war.”
“You’re going to hell for what you’ve done,” Corinne said. 
“If it means that I will be able to see my Anne again,” Altemus said, balling his fist. “Then I’ll learn to love the fire.” 
The portal nearby was opening wide now, swirling and casting shots of silver light into the cavern. With nowhere to go, the light was gathering near the top of the cavern. In the reflection of the water, Rohan could see the eyes of thousands of spirits. They moaned, and hands reached out of the pool.
“Anne?” Altemus asked, searching the faces of the souls. “Anne, where are you?”
Rohan drew his gun. “Drop the skull and close the portal, or I’ll make sure you’ll never see her. I’ll shoot out your legs and leave you here, stranded.”
“Put your gun away,” Altemus said with a scoff. “My reunion has already commenced.”
“Use me,” Corinne whispered.
Rohan remembered his training. He imagined invisible hands grabbing Corinne, and he imagined her entire body turning into lightning. He threw the lightning at Altemus, and with a flash of blinding, purple light, the old man flew backward. 
The knapsack fell out of Altemus’s arms, and the skull bounced out to roll into the portal. 
Rohan imagined Corinne back at his side, and she returned. 
Altemus looked stunned. "You’ve gained the power of necromancy,” he said. 
“And I’m going to stop you,” Rohan said. 
He had to keep the old man talking. The portal would only be open for so long. 
“A man like you has no chance against a god like me. I will have my Anne!” 
Altemus glanced at the portal, where thousands of hands were groping the air. Then he pointed at Rohan. 
Suddenly, the hands were firing orbs of energy at Rohan and Corinne.
Rohan dove behind a rock for cover.
“Whatever your power is, mine is infinitely stronger,” Altemus said. “A simple flinging of the soul won’t stop me." The old man walked into the hot spring as if he were descending a staircase. “Good day, Rohan.”
Altemus’s head disappeared into the portal, and the hands seized the rock surrounding the hot spring. 
More corpses pulled themselves out, and Altemus’s laughter rung out from the portal. 
“I don’t have the energy to defeat them,” Corinne said. 
“Then we won’t fight,” Rohan said. 
“What are you thinking?”
Rohan faced several shambling undead. He pulled out his gun and fired at them, and they stumbled back. Then he dashed past them and dove into the portal. 
“Rohan, no!” Corinne shouted, her voice vanishing as he plunged into the swirling lights of the portal.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 12: The Afterlife at Last
 
Rohan opened his eyes and beheld a brilliant sea of color. Tall grass waved over him. He was lying on his back, his head resting in soft dirt.
He stood, blinking several times as the assault of color made it difficult for him to focus. An expansive, heavenly meadow stretched in all directions. The grass was green, but shifted colors to red, purple, and blue, glowing as if it were backlit. The sky overhead was a deep shade of saffron. There was no sun in the sky, yet it was the brightest landscape Rohan had ever seen.
“It’s even more gorgeous than I imagined,” he said out loud, even though no one was around.
His body felt light. He looked down at himself and saw that he was still human, though his skin had a faint glow to it. He wasn’t sure if it was from this new world, or if it was his spirit. 
He propped himself up on his elbows and tried to orient himself. There was a mountain range in the distance with houses built into the side of the rocks, their windows lit up like yellow squares. 
The mountains were mesmerizing, and he found himself walking toward them, a warm sense of relief washing his worries away.
This was the place that he had always dreamed about, thought about, and philosophized about with Senna. Those conversations were among the many moments he missed with her. This scene reminded him of one in particular: a cool summer night, when they’d sat on the patio of their apartment and talked about what the afterlife would be like. 
Senna believed in heaven and hell. Rohan wasn’t so sure. He had just read Descartes, and was in the season of life when he questioned everything. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in God—he just didn’t know what he believed. He couldn’t, like Senna, just accept the laws of Christianity. He wanted to know everything. Then, he could make a decision.
Senna told him he was foolish to try to know everything, because that was impossible. She wasn’t one hundred percent certain about heaven or hell either, but she believed. A leap of faith. She wasn’t mad at him because he wanted to explore, but because he had no faith.
Being here in the afterlife affirmed that Senna was right, at least to some degree.
He hadn’t had any faith. Until now. 
Happiness bubbled up inside him, not because of the great abundance of everything that Senna had been right about, but because he had faith in the fact that Senna wasn’t far away. All he had to do was keep walking, and he’d find her. He’d hold her again. He’d tell her she was right (something she always liked to hear), and he’d bring her back. 
“I told you I’d find you,” Rohan said, knowing she couldn’t hear him, but not caring.
An oak tree was growing in the middle of the meadow, its branches outstretched like something in a storybook. It had a brilliant, fanning canopy, and its leaves rustled in the wind. Rohan reached out and touched the bark—it was unlike anything he had ever touched. It was soft, with memories inside. He could feel the delicate membrane of the memory. The vision of two people holding hands and caressing each other flashed into his mind. He sensed their emotions, and he felt the love between them. 
As he stood, his hand on the tree, Rohan began to experience the emotions of more people, as if these emotions were blowing in the wind, flowing into him. They were strong, and they distracted him from his own feelings and memories. 
But the voices stopped when a hand grabbed his shoulder. He turned and saw Corinne.
She wasn’t a ghost. She was in human form, with long black hair, curvy hips, and bright hazel eyes. The spectral glow that he had grown so used to had been lifted, revealing her human self. She smiled at him, but had a worried air.
“Nice to know what you actually look like,” Rohan said.
“You made a mistake coming here, Rohan.”
Anger swelled in his chest. “Mistake? Don’t lecture me about making mistakes when I’m trying to save the world from a maniac!”
“It’s not that,” Corinne said. “It’s—”
“I don’t know,” he said, spinning to face the tree again, the onslaught of emotions making him confused. “Maybe I won’t be successful in beating Altemus. But at least I can find Senna.”
He had just finished his sentence when the light from the sky slowly began to darken. The ground shook. 
Rohan stepped back as a crack in the ground opened up behind him. He stumbled but caught himself, and when he stabilized, he saw that the grass was no longer there. In its place was a field of wavering roots. 
The grass had inverted itself. The sky had turned inside out. 
In the distance, the ground shook as a mudslide roared down the mountains, taking the houses with it. 
The sky filled with a strange light, white and orange, like the inside of an agate marble. It flowed all around, covering the land with orange particles that stuck to everything they touched.
“What’s going on?” Rohan asked.
“I’ve never seen this light before,” Corinne said. “Someone must be opening a deeper level of the afterlife. This is just the surface.”
“There’s only one reason that could be happening,” Rohan said, his determination returning. “Altemus.”
“And there he is,” Corinne said.
Altemus was walking away from then, a few yards ahead. With each step, his boots crunched the roots into the ground. 
Rohan and Corinne took off in pursuit, but as they ran, the ground below them began to crumble. Ahead, the roots extended, pushing Altemus farther away as Rohan and Corinne fell back. 
They ran faster as the ground collapsed into nothingness. Rohan looked behind him and saw a void of darkness, and yelled as he scurried forward. 
“Altemus!” he roared.
But it didn’t matter how fast Rohan ran, the old man remained too far ahead and out of reach, even though Rohan was running and the man continued walking. Just when Rohan got close enough to reach out, the area would reset and carry him farther away. 
The rumbling grew louder, and Rohan couldn’t hear his own shouting.
Then it all froze as a pillar of light shot out of the ground, consuming Altemus. It vanished, leaving only a pentagram that fizzled and then burned out.
The ground beneath them sloped down, and Rohan and Corinne slid without control. Roots gave way to darkness, then flowing water that circled around them in a thick, red mist. With a thump, they landed.
Everything was blurry, then Rohan’s eyes adjusted. He saw they were in the temple from above, or a similar version of it. 
Dead bodies in robes were scattered all over. As Rohan stepped between them, a hand twitched, then another. Soon, dead eyes were flicking open. 
The bodies began to slither toward Rohan, pulling themselves with slimy, rotting arms.
“What is this?” he asked, his voice quivering. 
“He’s opening the next level….”
A hand gripped Rohan’s arm, but Corinne pulled it away and ushered Rohan forward. 
Thicker and thicker the bodies became, until hundreds of bodies surrounded them, blocking their path and trapping them in their midst.
They heard Altemus’s voice, laughing. The laughter grew louder and louder, mingling with the voices of the bodies. The hands pulled at Rohan’s clothes, one ripping his shirt at the sleeve.
“They’re being controlled by Altemus,” Corinne said, pushing another hand away.
One of the body’s faces started to glow, and when it opened its mouth, Altemus’s voice said, “You’ll regret coming here.” 
“Run!” Corinne screamed. “Follow Altemus's voice!” 
Instinct took over. Rohan grabbed Corinne’s hand in his, warmth shooting through his limbs, and he spiritually latched himself to the body Altemus had chosen to speak through. He picked up the body and slammed it to the ground, breaking its neck. 
“No!” Altemus screamed, pulling back in retreat and leaving the body behind. His soul descended downward through the floor. 
Rohan pounded at the ground as it closed up behind Altemus. He clawed at it, calling out, “Altemus! Altemus!” 
He closed his eyes again, focusing on the sound of Altemus’s voice and on the image of him descending.
 The ground gave way and a gray mist burst forth, surrounding Rohan and pushing the spirits away.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 13: Strafford
 
Rohan and Corinne found themselves in a void of shifting shades of gray and black. The world shimmered, and it looked different and darker compared to the brilliant world they had just come from. 
“Where are we?” Rohan asked.
Corinne shook her head.
A man took shape in front of Rohan. He was a middle-aged man in a blue Oxford shirt, with sallow skin, a goatee, and soft, gray eyes. Though he looked human, there was no mistaking that he was dead. 
“Who are you?” Rohan asked.
“Who indeed...” The man floated in front of Rohan for a moment, assessing him. Finally, running his fingers along his chin, he said, “Call me Strafford.”
“Where are we?” Corinne asked.
“The afterlife.”
“But this… it’s not what I saw when I first arrived,” Rohan said. “It’s…?”
“Different, yes,” Strafford said. 
They floated downward. Gray earth materialized below them. Rohan's feet touched the ground and he felt a wave of relief.
“It’s time for me to ask the questions,” Strafford said.
Corinne whispered, “Do we trust him?”
“This isn’t the world of the living,” Strafford said. “Your thoughts and your words are not private.”
The man was strange, but something about him put Rohan at ease. He gave Corinne a subtle nod.
“Ah, a man that knows how to discern friends from enemies. That’s rare these days. But I would expect no less from an otherworlder, I suppose. So my question to you, otherworlder, is—why are you here?”
“We came to stop someone.”
“I tried to warn you that night, in the desert. I told you to turn back then, but you didn’t listen.”
The spirit from his dream, in the tents of Turkmenistan. It all came back now, that same gray mist.
“So that was you,” Rohan said. “Why didn’t you stop Altemus?”
“Ah, yes. Altemus,” Strafford said, his eyes turning cold.
“You know him?”
“Not as a friend.”
“Then you can help me.”
“If you mean to stop him, then we have the same goal. But I fear you’re off to a bad start.”
Strafford walked ahead and motioned for Rohan and Corinne to follow. 
The gray world morphed into a dark, cloudy landscape that reminded Rohan of a stormy moor. Shapes like castles loomed in the shadowy distance. The bodies of men and women appeared in the darkness, blooming from the mist and reaching for Rohan, but unable to touch him. 
The air grew thick as they walked up a staircase that appeared out of nowhere. 
The strange mist was accentuated by streams of water that flowed through the air. Rohan tried to touch a nearby stream, but it shrieked as if alive and then pulled back. Corinne moved forward and shook her head, warning him to stop. 
“Be careful,” Strafford said. “This place does not know how to react to an otherworlder in its midst.”
They walked toward a glowing ball of light at the top of the stairs. Rohan looked at Corinne. She walked ahead, not seeming nervous, so he mustered the strength to keep going. 
“So what’s your story, Strafford?” Rohan asked.
“I was murdered.” He paused, letting it sink in. “Altemus murdered me.”
 Rohan stopped and stared at Strafford. How many lives had Altemus destroyed?
“How long has he been at this?” Corinne asked, sensing the question lingering just out of Rohan’s reach. 
“Long enough to be proficient in the dark arts.” He stared at Rohan, weighing him. “By the time he killed your fiancée, he was too powerful to be stopped.”
“No, she… she took her own life.” Anger boiled up inside of Rohan, almost as strong as the confusion. Even as he had said it, though, he realized it couldn’t be true. Maybe he’d always known it, and that was the reason he couldn’t move on. “Tell me.”
Strafford considered him for a moment, then nodded. “I was a doctor at the psychiatric hospital. Altemus and I were colleagues. I didn’t treat Senna, but we died around the same time. We were Altemus’s sacrifices. I believed his philosophy of trying to learn more about the afterlife. We both had lost a spouse. We were both grieving. I was what you might call a good Wiccan. I didn’t realize his evil convictions until the knife was in my gut.”
“And Senna?” Rohan asked, not really wanting to hear the answer. He noticed Corinne’s look of pity, but ignored it as he said, “They told me it was suicide.”
“I suppose they would tell you that,” Strafford replied. “Considering that Altemus would have had the final say on what they told you.” 
“I….” He wanted to argue this, but knew there was no point. Instead, he asked, “How do you know this?” 
“He couldn’t kill her outright, so he had to give her an overdose. When she passed, that’s when I began the ritual, and that’s when Altemus killed me.”
Rohan remembered Senna’s room after she died. It had been immaculate—no blood on the floor, no stench of death.
“He moved me, Rohan,” Strafford said. “You would never have suspected foul play.”
Rohan nodded. “But Altemus didn’t have the skull when he killed you.”
“He didn’t think he needed it,” Strafford said. “There are many myths on how to open the portal to the afterlife, you know. As many as there are countries. Altemus and I were practicing the ritual when he killed me. It didn't work, you see. So he shifted his focus to the Russian ritual. If that hadn’t worked, I’m sure he probably had at least a hundred other rituals he would have resorted to, and he would have duped another unsuspecting believer into joining him. But the skull he found is not enough. He needs the Scepter of O’lin, the scepter of the dead.”
Corinne’s eyes widened. “I’ve only heard of it. But if it’s half as powerful as they say—”
“Where is it?” Rohan asked.
“We must go deeper.”
“How do I know I can trust you?” Rohan asked. 
“You don’t have much of a choice,” Strafford said, as they approached the ball of light. “The game is over. You’re fighting to the death now. You must kill Altemus’s physical body so that you may recall his spirit. But even that is not enough.”
“It seems nothing is.” 
“He can be defeated, but the only way to truly know you’re done with him is to control his spirit, to enslave it in the body of a corpse. You must be his captor for all time.”
That was not the answer Rohan was expecting, but the gravity of it sunk in immediately. 
“I can’t do that,” Rohan said. 
“You are a necromancer. Trapping souls in corpses is what you do.”
“I’m not a necromancer!” Rohan shouted. His voice echoed throughout the gray world, and the noise took him aback. 
“Like it or not, it’s the only way to contain him,” Strafford said. “This is not the world of the living, Rohan. Life here is not democratic. You must either control or be controlled. Your obligations, whether you like it or not, are eternal.”
Rohan raised an eyebrow. “Who controls you?”
Strafford chuckled as he reached a hand into the ball of light. “The real question is, do you have what it takes to be a controller?” He put his entire arm through the light as if testing it, then pulled out an orb and held it in front of Rohan. “Think of the body as a prison, the only kind capable of holding such a madman. You think Altemus wouldn't enslave you?”
“He would in a heartbeat,” Rohan said, defeated. “I don’t need reminding of that. But this… this….”
“This is fate.”
Strafford grabbed Rohan and plunged him into the ball of light. Everything went white, and in a flash, they appeared in a forest clearing. Corinne floated in behind them, a look of confusion plain in her eyes. Birds flew overhead into a violent gray sky that threatened rain. Ahead of them stretched a tall brick building with ten stories and yellow windows that gave off an ominous light. Its bricks were crumbling. 
Rohan recognized the building. “The hospital. From… home. Why is it here? It’s not how I remember.”
“You’re referring to the state of general disrepair,” Strafford said, smiling. “What you see here is the true state of things. You’ve heard of the saying ‘so above, so below.’”
“He’s right, Rohan,” Corinne said. 
Hermeticism. A strand of philosophy that had flourished in the world for hundreds of years. He and Senna had brought it up in their conversations, but Rohan had never bought into it. 
“Hermetics were maniacs,” Rohan said. 
“Incorrect maniacs at that,” Strafford said. “It was actually the other way around. So below, so above. Here, there are no layers of secrecy or misunderstanding. When you die and cross over, all is revealed to you. You look back on your life and see exactly where you went wrong, where the ‘briar patches’ were, so to speak. You see the true colors of the souls of the people around you. And in most cases, it’s happiness. But in the case of this hospital, well, you can see how Altemus influenced the place.”
Strafford started for the hospital, but Rohan hesitated.
“Nothing in here will hurt you,” Strafford said. “There’s someone you should see.”
Senna. The vision of her flashed into his mind and he stumbled after Strafford, nearly falling into the mud. He couldn’t catch up with the man fast enough. Corinne flew behind Rohan, keeping pace.
“Don’t be too alarmed,” Corinne said. “It looks ghastly here, and it sometimes is. But you can do this.”
“Thanks,” Rohan said.
They entered the hospital lobby, lit only by the clerestory windows above. Rohan looked around at the filth: papers everywhere, overturned chairs, and a broken desk. The dead, pale woman behind the reception desk stared at him with hollow eyes. 
Screams wailed from the depths of the hospital, and the smell of death assaulted him, so much that he felt dead himself. He had only been in the afterlife for a short time, but already he was starting to forget what the world of the living felt like. 
The dead woman behind the counter nodded. “Mr. Strafford.”
“We’re here to see her,” Strafford said.
The nurse grinned horribly, then pressed a button on the desk and a double door ahead slid open. The hallway, lined with doors to hospital rooms, extended and began to rearrange itself. Soon it was a staircase that seemed to stretch impossibly long. 
They reached the top of the stairs and stopped at a red, cast iron door that looked more like a prison gate than the door to a hospital room. 
Rohan’s heart fluttered. 
This was it. Senna. They were finally going to be together. 
This was the feeling he was supposed to feel on their wedding day. Like he was on a threshold. He would cross over and never be the same, and that was just fine with him. It was what he wanted. 
Life forever with Senna.
If he met her now, would it tether him to the afterlife? 
No matter. Once he crossed over, they would be together. Nothing would ever be the same. 
Corinne shifted nervously.
Strafford took a golden key out of his pocket and inserted it into the lock. He swung the door open, and they walked into the same room that had held Senna back in the world of the living. 
Even the lighting was the same. That sterile gray and green that Rohan swore made people sick instead of healing them. 
A spicy smell wafted through the room, slightly stinging his nostrils. 
The bed lay next to a small, square window that showed a thunderstorm starting as lightning shot out of a cloud. 
A figure lay curled up in a ball under the white sheets. Rohan shared an excited look with Corinne.
Strafford approached the bed slowly, and Rohan followed. The figure moved under the sheets. 
Rohan’s heart beat even faster. 
Strafford reached his hand out toward the sheets and pulled them back. 
A thin, pale woman lay on the bed. Her teeth were yellowed, her eyes sunken into their sockets, and her blonde hair was falling out. She whimpered at the sight of Strafford and fell off the bed in fear.
“Don’t—don’t hurt me!” the woman cried.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Strafford said. “I brought you company.”
The woman looked at Rohan searchingly.
“Something’s not right here,” Corinne said, voice shaky.
Rohan’s eyes widened. “That’s not Senna.”
“Of course not,” Strafford said. “Rohan, meet Anne Altemus.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 14: Anne Altemus
 
Anne Altemus put her hands in front of her face and said, “Go away.”
“But where’s Senna?” Rohan asked.
Strafford shrugged. “If I knew, I would tell you.”
“I thought we were going to see Senna this whole time.”
“I never said that.”
“What else aren’t you saying?”
They stared at each other for a long time. Strafford then gestured to Anne. 
“This, Rohan, is a gift. Altemus is here for his wife. You now have her. This is your opportunity to defeat him.”
 “Where is my husband!” Anne screamed. 
Strafford held out his hand, and Anne flew back and struck the wall. She looked up at Rohan and murmured, “Help me,” before turning to cower in the corner with her face buried in her knees. 
Strafford clucked his tongue. “Don’t bother with her. Her soul is every bit as warped as Altemus’s, if not worse.”
Thunder shook the room and Strafford looked around cautiously. “Follow me.”
A door appeared on the other side of the room and Strafford opened it. When they went through, they stepped onto the roof of the hospital. Rohan looked back at the hospital room and then the roof, wondering at the transition. 
Above, the clouds let down rain. A vicious swirl gathered over the building. Lightning flashed, leaving only two bloodshot eyes visible in the afterglow.
Rohan recognized those eyes.
“About time you showed up,” he said.
“Give her to me,” Altemus said through the clouds. “At last, I’ve found my Anne. If you do not stand down, I will destroy you.”
“You don’t recognize me, old friend?” Strafford asked quietly.
“I don’t care about you, Strafford. Step aside and give me my wife.”
“Her looks become her in the afterlife. Hard to imagine what your soul will look like.”
Lightning flashed again, and Altemus descended from the clouds on a ray of sunshine. He touched down on the roof with a bloody knife in one hand. 
“Fitting that I would have to go through you to get to Anne,” Altemus said. 
Strafford held out his hand and shot lightning at Altemus, but Altemus reflected it at Rohan. 
Strafford shoved Rohan aside, absorbing the blow. When Rohan recovered, Strafford was lying on the ground, wheezing. 
“But first,” Altemus said, placing one foot on Strafford’s chest. “You must be dealt with, and my Anne returned to me.” 
Rohan charged, but Altemus raised his hands and lightning filled the sky. Corinne was at his side, rushing towards him to attack, when the next blow came. It hit Corinne, and she flew back and off of the roof.
Rohan turned to go after her, when thunder exploded overhead and the building shook.
With a massive crash, the roof collapsed and Altemus, Rohan, and Strafford plummeted into the hospital. Bricks and broken glass fell around Rohan, and everything slowed down as he spun through the air. 
He hit the ground with a thud. Time sped up again and he shielded his face while the remnants of the roof fell all around him. 
A ringing struck his ears and the world spun. Rohan dug his way out of the rubble, only to find himself in darkness—even the opening above seemed to have been covered by a dark shroud. They were in Anne’s hospital room. They hadn’t fallen far, though it felt like it. 
“Strafford?” Rohan shouted. “Corinne?
A low groan sounded from nearby. Rohan had to pull a pile of bricks aside before he found Strafford, his body broken atop the rubble. 
“Where is he?” Rohan asked, his voice cracking. “How do I stop him?” 
“I….” Strafford’s body flickered out, then returned, like a light bulb about to die. “I can’t help you. You must... do whatever you can. Altemus will do everything to be with his wife, even if it means conquering the world of the living with an army of the dead. It’s the only way he can ensure no one will ever separate them again.”
“That’s insane!” Rohan said.
“That’s Altemus….” Strafford began to fade, the floor beneath him visible through his translucent body. “Go. Find him.”
Strafford faded, and was gone. 
Rohan slammed his fist into the floor and stood, glancing around to orient himself. He had to find Corinne, to make sure she was okay. Soon he heard a low weeping. He followed it, and turned a corner to see an image that surprised him. 
Altemus was sitting on the bed. He held Anne in his arms and wept. “What have they done to you?”
Anne wailed. Her skin glowed where Altemus held her. 
“You’ll never leave my side again,” Altemus said, stroking her hair. 
“That’s a promise you can’t keep,” Rohan said. 
Altemus’s sorrow transformed into hatred. 
“Frank, who is this man, and why does he wish to separate us?” Anne asked. 
“He’s evil,” Altemus said. He lay Anne down gently on the bed, and then faced Rohan. “It’s as simple as that.”
“Send him away,” Anne’s spirit said as she rose to float beside Altemus. “I’ll see the world destroyed before we’re separated again.”
“I’m done playing nice,” Rohan said. 
Altemus's knife lay nearby, lodged into a broken rafter. In a flash, Rohan grabbed it and threw it, but Altemus dodged and it lodged into the wall inches from Anne’s face. 
She screamed and Altemus roared in anger. He lifted his hands and shot lightning. 
Rohan rolled out of the way, then grabbed a nearby chair and threw it at Altemus, hitting him in the head. Rohan charged and slammed Altemus to the ground, then punched him several times in the face. 
“Stop it!” Anne cried. “Leave him alone!”
In a moment of exhaustion, Rohan fell back, panting. Anne ran to Altemus, cradling him, both of them locked in a true moment of love. This image of helplessness caught Rohan by surprise, and he just sat there, watching. 
Then before he could react, Altemus grabbed Anne and flung her at Rohan. With a wild scream, Anne surged into Rohan’s body. As Anne inhabited him, he welled up with sorrow, fear and hatred. He struggled to gain control of his arms, for she had them within her control 
Anne's voice sounded in his head. “You will die for what you’ve done to me.”
Unknown memories flashed through his head. He caught glimpses of a beach with the stormy Atlantic raging. A home, sumptuous and rustic. Smells of lavender. Sea foam. Crab cakes. 
Screams. Children playing. A phone ringing. 
He saw life through Anne’s eyes.
And then he remembered what Ahmed had told him. He remembered his training. 
He focused, directing his attention back at Altemus, just in time to dodge a steel pipe aimed at his head. Ducking, he imagined invisible hands reaching into himself and grabbing Anne. He flung the woman back at her husband, and she entered Altemus. The old man’s body glowed with red and black energy as Anne invaded him. Looks of pain and joy crossed his face at the same time, before he composed himself and grinned at Rohan. 
“You’ve been practicing, after all,” Altemus said. “I didn’t think you would actually be one of us.”
“I’m not,” Rohan said. “But I’ll do anything to beat you.”
Altemus leaped at Rohan with superhuman speed. Being inhabited by Anne made him more powerful, and he flashed in and out of view as he raced toward him. He wrapped his hands around Rohan’s neck and began to squeeze. 
“Goodbye, Rohan,” Altemus said, his voice deep, his eyes murderous.
Rohan beat the old man’s arms, but the spiritual power was too strong. 
A flickering light from above caught Rohan’s attention, and he thought for a moment it was an angel coming to take him away. But then he saw Corinne descending from the sky.
“Corinne!” he tried to shout, but Altemus was crushing his windpipe. 
Instead, Rohan closed his eyes, focused on her, and channeled her energy and all the energy of the spirits he could sense below him in the hospital. 
There was a flash of light and warmth, and Rohan felt his throat return to normal. He watched as Altemus stumbled back with a look of confusion, Anne out of his body again, half kneeling in exhaustion. 
Rohan charged at Altemus but, before he could attack, Altemus took Anne in his arms and disappeared in a flash of lightning. 
“No!” Rohan shouted, spinning, searching the sky for any sight of them. “We had them!” He turned to Corinne in frustration, then froze—she had collapsed to her knees, face in her hands. “Corinne, what is it?” 
“The memories,” she said, rocking. She looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. “They’re returning, a flood of them all at once. It was him, that night…. I remember, Altemus. A knife. The car accident was only a distraction. He told us we were nobodies, so our lives didn’t matter. I was the last one, and… Oh GOD!” She clutched her mouth, eyes wide with terror, staring at the roof. “I remember the warmth of my own blood as it left my neck, then the cold, and flopping down beside my son’s body… He didn’t have to kill my son. My husband and I would have been enough.”
“I… I didn’t know. I’m so sorry. You’re yet another list of casualties tied to Altemus’s soul.”
“The ritual didn’t work then, and we have to make sure it doesn’t work this time. We must stop that animal.”
A banging sounded from the rubble surrounding them. 
“We have to stop him,” she repeated. “Before he hurts anyone else.”
More loud banging, and then the rubble broke open. Rand red, glowing spirits spewed forth, some floating, others stumbling like undead corpses. 
“Get back!” Rohan shouted, standing in front of Corinne.
He lifted his hands to shelter her, to fight, but the spirits swept over them like a swarm of hornets. They were burning him, striking him, surrounding him. It was too much. He did everything he could, absorbing their energy and throwing it back at them, but it wasn’t enough. 
Then he realized that they weren’t attacking him. 
It was a river of spirits, and they were caught in the middle of it. 
Corinne put up a fight beside him, throwing one corpse aside and then squaring off with a floating spirit to knock it back. She shouted, “He must be controlling them Altemus must be creating this river with his powers! If you can somehow latch on, we may be able to follow the river to its source—Altemus!”
“It’s worth a shot!” 
Rohan dropped to his knees, eyes closed, and concentrated. A wave of energy swept over them all, pulling at Rohan and Corinne so that they were swept up into the sky.
Then a flash of red light, and darkness.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 15: The Great Descent
 
When the darkness faded, Rohan looked around with terror. This was like nowhere he’d ever been, but was exactly as he imagined hell. Jagged rocks glowed red, and as far as the eye could see—more rocks, followed by pure darkness. 
Corinne stood next to him, eyes wide at the stalactites hanging like spears about to fall and pierce them at any moment. The scent of sulfur was strong. When Rohan rubbed his eyes, he felt the sweat dripping down his cheeks. Heat filled his lungs with every breath. 
“Hell,” Corinne said. “I’ve only ever heard rumors of this place. I’ve never been below the first layer of the afterlife.”
“The quicker we can get out of here,” he said, “the better.”
Corinne looked at him, her expression full of worry. “If he’s down here, going deeper, there can only be one reason.”
“Tell me.” 
“It’s like the old man said, he’s going after the Scepter of O’lin. If he gets it…. Let’s just say we don’t have much time.”
Rohan stood with a groan, twisting to crack his back and rotate his neck. Falling through the afterlife was painful. 
They followed a winding path downward through the cavern, weaving around mounds of red earth. A skittering sound echoed off the rocks, and Rohan was appalled to see movement along the distant cave walls. 
“What could it be?” he asked. 
Corinne simply shivered in reply. 
They kept going, moving deeper and deeper into the afterlife, but the farther they went, the more Corinne seemed to fade. At one point, she even flickered out of sight for a moment before returning with a heavy grunt of pain. 
“This isn’t good,” she said. “I’d hoped to accompany you the whole way…”
“But?” 
“I don’t know, exactly.” She pushed forward, but with clear difficulty. “It hurts, being down here, but I’m remembering… remembering life.”
“The good parts, I hope.”
“It was like trying to grasp at shadows before. But now… I remember my son, and the way his brow would furrow when he was sad or confused, the sound of his laugh when I’d pick him up in my arms… and the dread at losing him when….” She stopped talking, and they walked in silence for a while.
They paused at a steep decline, looking for another way down. The footing beneath had turned to loose stones, black as coal and glimmering in the red light like a river of blood and darkness. But this was the only way, so they turned to face the rock and carefully started making their way down.  
Rohan’s foot found a ledge, just as Corrine exclaimed with excitement.
“A way into the rock face,” she said. “A tunnel! And look!” She motioned to the ground, but Rohan saw nothing. 
“What?” 
She gave him a glance, then nodded. “Maybe if I….” She placed a hand on his shoulder, and he felt a surge of energy wash over him. When he looked at the ground again, he saw what she had seen—silver footprints, glowing slightly. 
“I don’t understand,” he said. “Why would Altemus leave a trail behind?” 
“He’s not doing it on purpose,” she said. “But he doesn’t fit into this world, and it shows.” 
With a glance behind him, Rohan saw that his own trail was glowing faintly. Turning with newfound determination, he made his way into the tunnel. 
They went deeper and deeper, and soon the only light was the soft, silvery glow of the footprints. At one point, the passage narrowed, forcing them onto hands and knees. When they emerged onto the ruins of a stone bridge, Rohan let out a deep breath. 
“Not a fan of tight spaces?” Corinne asked. 
“Sometimes they’re fine. But not when it’s in the afterlife.”
“Fair enough.” She stood with hands on her hips, looking out over the side of the bridge. 
Rohan joined her and whistled softly. Below them was a river of gold mixed with red and black slivers. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
“I think it’s the spirits, when they first arrive.” She motioned toward a tributary in the distance, where indeed the gold waves went one direction, and the red and black waves another. 
“So, are they headed to…?” 
“You mean is there a God? All that?” Corinne shrugged, continuing along the bridge. “Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is what I’ve seen here.” At the far end stood two large, gold doors, barely visible in the rock wall. 
Rohan couldn’t stop staring at the confluence of souls. “But where do they go? Is it just a holding place, like purgatory?”
Corinne started to answer, then faltered in her step. “Something’s holding me back. Can you continue?” 
He took a step past her, meeting no resistance. 
She sighed, her expression full of worry. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
“You may have to go on alone from here.” 
“If I get lost, I might wander the afterlife forever. It’s not like I have a map.”
“That’s a valid worry,” she said, concern in her eyes as she took in the doors. “But with your powers, you may have a chance.”
“If I don’t succeed, Altemus destroys our world, I never see Senna, and all of this was for nothing.” 
“Exactly.” 
He looked into her eyes, seeing how she couldn’t quite meet his gaze. “You know something you’re not telling me.”
Her eyes darted away, then met his. After a moment, she nodded. “Not so much know, as suspect. Rumors, really.”
“I can handle it.”
“The spirits in the afterlife have spoken of a king of the undead—the Lich King, I’ve heard him called. I’ve never seen him, only felt his presence at times. The only true thing I know is that he wields the scepter of the damned, and it has the power to restore us to the living.”
“If Altemus is down here, that’s what he’s after.”
“Exactly.”
“And you think that may be where those doors lead?” 
She nodded. 
For a moment he stared, debating his next move. But he knew he had to go forward. Whatever terror lay past those doors, he’d have to face it if he meant to stop Altemus. 
He almost laughed at the thought—how had he ended up here? He’d played with moral lines in the hope of seeing his fiancée once again, but now he had to save the world from an evil necromancer. 
“If we must part ways here, it means I may be able to go find my family again,” Corinne said. 
“Good luck.” 
He held out a hand for her to shake, but she took him in an embrace and told him to be careful. 
“Rohan, I’m rooting for you,” Corinne said. “And for what it’s worth, I hope you find Senna, too.”
“Thanks. And let’s not let this be the last time we see each other.”
Corinne gave him a wry smile, then waved as she faded away. 
She was gone. 
He was on his own. 
No safety net now. 
He took a deep breath, preparing himself for the journey ahead. No telling what he’d see.
Rohan moved for the door, eyes fixed on the river of lights below. The spirits there would be weapons for Altemus in the next battle, but not if Rohan could do anything to stop it. 
He reached the doors and found one propped open just enough for a man to fit. A roar like a waterfall came from the darkness beyond, but Rohan gathered his nerve and slid through.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 16: The Lich King
 
At first, Rohan could see only darkness that slowly gave way to a green glow as he inched forward. Tiny balls of green light drifted toward him, like jellyfish pulsing through the air. 
He could see a floor below him, and he walked ahead carefully, peering into the darkness beyond the hovering balls of light.
After a few steps, he came to a halt. The green lights pulsed into the ground, where the floor dropped off just ahead. The light gathered at the darkness's edge and flowed downward like a massive waterfall. It reminded him of Niagara Falls—luminescent and majestic. 
“How do I…?” he started, almost forgetting Corinne was no longer with him. 
He didn't even know what was on the other side. 
He closed his eyes, mind made up. 
Most of his life, he hadn’t believed in a higher being. What he did believe in was faith.
He’d always had faith in Senna. Faith she’d return to him, or that he’d find her.
Now it was time to test that faith.
The green lights surged around him as he ran and leaped into the darkness. The lights twisted and turned with him along the fall, flashing into momentary images. First he saw Senna’s face, her hand reaching for him; but then she burst into a skull, eyeless, mouth open wide and ready to consume him. 
He twisted, trying to escape, but behind him a thousand spirits spawned out of the shadows and reached for him. 
Maybe he could think the spirits away.
He closed his eyes, trying to remember his mother’s garden growing up, the days he spent on the swing with his father pushing him. 
For a moment, the visualization technique worked, and then the garden crumbled. A demon rose from the rubble. It was red, with horns that curved out from its temples and broken, yellow teeth. It held everyone Rohan had ever loved in its hands, and they were screaming. 
There was his mother, her kind eyes, scrunched up in pain. His father bent over in agony, and his sister…. But wait, his sister wasn’t down here, she was alive. Whatever this was, his own terrors were being projected back at him. It wasn’t real.
Rohan screamed, trying to fight, to turn away and leave it behind. But the demon reached for him, laughing. 
“No more!” he shouted, and pushed away with all his energy. 
The demon dissipated and the world went white. 
The green lights returned. One by one, they exploded until the air was filled with green and white light. He touched down on a rocky surface and fell to his knees.
He’d have to thank his sister when he saw her next. Thank her for being alive and for serving as the lifeboat for his sanity. Of course, he had to survive this place if he ever hoped to see her again.
With a grunt, he turned to see where he was. A black lake spread out before him, and in the middle of the lake, a figure of a man was floating on the water, vanishing into a dense fog. 
“Altemus,” Rohan said in barely a whisper. 
His muscles ached as he willed them to move, his bones cracking as he forced himself into a sitting position. After everything he’d gone through to get here, he refused to give in to the limitations of his body. 
Remembering the spirits, he focused on the fog and pulled at it. It surged into him, and he could breathe again. He absorbed the fog, and then the energy of the rock face beneath him. With each surge of energy, his power grew. 
He climbed to his feet and held out his hands. The energy coursed through his limbs like a fierce fire. It grew and grew, until a thousand tiny voices appeared at once and shouted, “Enough!”
Spirits flickered all around him, silvery mists, faces barely visible, staring at him with their fierce eyes. Their mouths didn't move, but their voices sounded in his head as they said, “What would you have of us?”
“Carry me across,” he said. 
They bowed their heads and surged into the waters of the lake, forming a bridge of mist. He felt soft hands behind him, pushing him across the bridge. 
Soon, the figure he’d seen wasn’t far ahead. As Rohan gained, he saw that it was indeed Altemus—the old man was cursing as he sprinted down a long path, barely visible in the mist, and Anne was close behind him.
A fireball hurtled at Rohan, exploding near his head. He ducked as another one shot past him. 
Ahead, Altemus absorbed a spirit from the air, turned it into a fireball, and flung it at him, but he missed.
The mist cleared and a fortress appeared, in ruins. Dead vines hung down the side of the building, and gargoyle statues glared down at them from the battlements. 
At its entrance, Altemus ran up the stone steps and pulled Anne with him. He paused to shoot a wall of flames back at Rohan, but Rohan pulled at his bridge of spirits and used them to propel himself over the flames. He landed at the base of the cracked steps. 
Altemus laughed and pushed open the tall, rotting doors. 
“You won’t escape this!” Rohan shouted after him. 
Altemus didn’t respond.
A great creaking sound came from above, and Rohan looked up to see that the gargoyle statues had turned to look at him. They grinned at him with their hooked beaks, ready to flap their stone wings and descend on him with their talons. 
With a nervous gulp, he followed Altemus into the darkness.
The first step in the fortress sent a chill up his legs and into his body. For a moment, he wondered if he had stepped in water. Rohan held out his hand and summoned spirits, but none came. 
It had to be a spell. A magic barrier that kept him from being able to summon. And if that was true, maybe it meant that Altemus wouldn’t be able to use magic, either. 
Rohan called the old man, but no response came. A jittery feeling washed over him, and something told him that silence was best in this place. 
Dark passageways trailed into deeper darkness, and the dank smell of the place reminded him of dead, rotting bodies. Somewhere, water dripped slowly and steadily, the sound reverberating off of cold walls.
A shiver rippled through Rohan’s body, but he pushed forward into the fortress.
At a creaking sound, he jumped out of the way just in time as a chandelier crashed onto the floor.
Altemus’s laughter echoed out of the darkness, then disappeared. 
Instinct drove Rohan to the nearest wall. He made his way through the darkness with one hand against the wall and the other reaching out into the shadows. Venturing deeper and deeper down the hallway, the shadows enveloped him. A thumping sounded a hundred feet ahead, like a distant heartbeat. The smell of rotting flesh grew thicker, and he resisted the urge to hold his nose. 
Finally, Rohan passed through a great hall with a vaulted ceiling, where shapes lurked in the dark. And now, he saw where the smell was coming from.
Men. Women. They looked like humans, but they were not. Their glowing, red and green eyes stared at him suspiciously as they shambled aimlessly. As Rohan passed them, he cringed to see that their pale skin—what little skin they had—hung over their bones like clothes draped over the back of a chair.
The beings let out low, quiet groans, but did not touch Rohan. They only stared as he walked by. 
Rohan reached a double door at the end of the hallway and hesitated. The evil souls he was used to would have tried to stop him. They would have grabbed him and tried to rip him apart.
But these shapes only lingered, staring at him to see what he would do. 
“You will fail,” a voice said from the group.
An especially large being in a cloak appeared from the darkness. Its hood was drawn over its face, and its red eyes flashed like beacons. 
“What do you mean?” Rohan asked. 
“You have come to challenge me for my scepter, and you will fail,” the figure said. It lifted the hood just enough to reveal a skeleton’s face with sagging green flesh clinging to it. “You will be my slave, just like all the others who came before you.”
“So you are the—”
“The Lich King, yes,” the Lich King said. “And these are my necromancers, sworn to my service for all time, as you will be.”
Suddenly, all the corpse-like creatures put their hands on their heads and wailed. They filled the hall with their cries, and Rohan put his hands to his ears.
The Lich King stepped toward Rohan, eyes wide with a burning fury. “You lied!” 
“What?” Rohan asked, looking around frantically.
“You thought to distract us while the other human stole our prize?” The Lich King’s eyes flared with a flame that burned hot even from where Rohan stood. “Destroy him!”
The necromancers surged forward.
“Wait,” Rohan said, hands up in defense. “If you’re talking about Altemus, you and I are on the same side. I’m here to stop him, and I’m not here to take anything from you!”
The Lich King gestured, and the necromancers came to a stop, their clawed hands inches from Rohan’s face. 
“If you’re lying, you’ll taste my wrath,” the Lich King said. “Then you’ll wish I’d simply let the spirits have you.”
He rose into the air and disappeared through the door with a flash of red light, not bothering to open it. 
Rohan opened the door and ran into a narrow chamber, where he found the Lich King standing on an empty dais. The wraith raged, cursing as steam rose from his hands. Rohan waited silently until the fit of anger died to a low murmur. 
The Lich King spun on him, allowing the hood to fall back more fully. Rohan gasped when he saw the being’s skull. It was covered with the same markings as the skull that he’d helped Altemus steal from the temple in the mountains. 
“The Scepter of O’lin,” the Lich King said. “It was never meant to leave this room. If it’s not returned, you are doomed. We are all doomed!”
Before Rohan could ask any more, the being surged toward him, a crackling fire rising from his right fist, sparks of lightning from his left. With no powers of his own to call on, Rohan ran. He ducked behind a marble pillar as the first shot of lightning came at him, cutting the pillar in half. 
He ran back into the hall. The necromancer corpses were there, waiting with hunger in their now fiery eyes. Their hands glowed with lightning and they all reached for him.
“Stop!” Rohan yelled. “I didn’t take the scepter. I’m after the one who did!” 
A blast of dark energy knocked Rohan into the wall. His head hit the stone, and he rolled across the floor. As he pulled himself up, the ground shook, and a stone fell from the ceiling to shatter next to him. 
CRASH!
Another stone fell. Another, then another. The ground rumbled, long and powerfully. 
The fortress was collapsing. 
Even the necromancers were taken off guard, looking around with wild confusion.
Rohan seized his chance and dashed through the crowd, toward an opening—a side door. He could see the gray mist outside. 
“Return our scepter!” the Lich King cried. The king flew over him and rose through the ceiling of the fortress. 
“I told you I don’t have it!”
Outside, they found Altemus standing over two necromancer bodies he had destroyed. In his hand was an elaborately carved wooden scepter, mounted with a jeweled green orb that glowed faintly in the fog. 
Altemus had the skull in his other hand, and he slid it on top of the scepter. The skull’s eyes lit up and the mouth moved as if it were trying to speak.
“It cannot be!” the Lich King cried.
Altemus wielded the scepter and raised it into the air. A green beam shot out and struck the Lich King, encircling him like chains. 
“You are now mine to command,” Altemus said, grinning. He turned to Rohan. “And you.”
The Lich King and the rest of the necromancers gathered in front of Rohan. 
“Never!” Rohan screamed.
The wall behind him crumbled, and more necromancers shambled out. Magic glowed from their fingertips. 
“I’m not your enemy!” Rohan yelled. 
Another strike of lightning exploded from the sky, and a blast of dark power hit Rohan in the back, slamming him into the ground. 
“Lich King!” Rohan shouted. “End this! That scepter doesn’t belong to him!”
“They are no longer mine to command,” the Lich King said. “I have been dethroned.” He soared into the air, his hands glowing with fire. 
Altemus held the scepter high. “I am the king of the dead now. And my army will rise to the world above. No one will ever stand in my way!” 
The ground shook, and a river of blackness cascaded through the room, taking the necromancers with it and swirling around in a circular motion. The necromancers howled as it tumbled them up and around. 
The river slammed into Rohan, and soon he was lost in the blackness, too. Time seemed to slow down as the river dismantled the building. He was awash in, stone and necromancers. The deafening roar made him want to cover his ears, but he was too busy fighting for his life, trying to stay afloat in the powerful surge.
Finally, the darkness covered everything. 
All he knew was an instinctual desire for survival, and so he continued to struggle against the power that held him, but could see nothing. 
And then the deafening roar burned away, replaced only by stillness, and he was floating, weightless.
He blinked at the lights that had started to flicker on the surface of the river. that was carrying him… 
Spirits. Wispy, whirling patterns with opened mouths, screaming and wailing, rising from the water and reaching up into the air, only to be smacked down onto the surface of the river. 
Then the river was flowing upward, toward a single pinpoint of light. 
A craggy surface appeared alongside the river. Altemus was standing on it, glowing black and red. Rohan could see Anne sparkling inside him, and the old man’s face was filled with hatred, sadness, and joy. 
“Your power will never be strong enough, Rohan,” Altemus said. 
Rohan bobbed up and down on the surface of the water.
“Maybe for now, old man, but I’ll find a way to beat you.”
In a flash, Altemus had jumped into the river with the scepter in hand. He floated on the surface of the water, untouched by the darkness, and pressed the scepter to Rohan’s forehead. 
“Try and stop this,” he said, grinning evilly.
Green energy flowed from the scepter, and Rohan screamed as the force of a thousand hands pulled at his body, like hands pulling tough, old cloth.
They were tearing at his soul. Pulling it away from his body. 
He screamed again and focused all of his energy into strengthening himself. No matter what happened next, he couldn’t lose his spirit—he refused.
But the force of the hands was too strong. The scepter glowed brighter and brighter, and Rohan knew that he could not win this battle. 
“Goodbye, Rohan.”
Rohan gave up, his body going limp. 
“You can’t stop me,” Altemus said. “Nothing can.”
Anne flickered out and appeared alongside Altemus, giving Rohan a cold, disdainful look. She took Altemus by the hand.
“My love….”
Altemus gave her a loving look, and then turned back to Rohan with spite. “Enjoy watching the world burn.”
Rohan’s body was broken. The fabric of his soul wasn’t yet torn, but he knew it was coming any moment. He relaxed, gave in to it.
Altemus raised his scepter into the sky. Two clouds formed and became dark hands that reached down to carry away Anne and Altemus. Thunderclouds rolled in, covering the space behind them, and they were gone. 
The river expanded into a swirling ocean under a gray, stormy sky. Rohan beheld the entire afterlife ahead of him, in multiple layers of consciousness—too bright, too beautiful, and too complex to understand. The river absorbed the afterlife and carried it in its fearsome wrath. 
Rohan knew that it was carrying him up to the world above. 
Above… would he be dead when he reached the surface? What would it feel like, to be parted from his soul?
The pinpoint of light stretched, and he saw a flash.
It was Corinne. First he saw her face, then her hands, reaching down for him. 
“Corinne?”
Her arms embraced him just as spirits of light rocketed out of the water, free from its deadly embrace. They swirled around each other and entered the pinpoint, like balls being sucked through a plastic tube. 
But Corinne dragged him down, out and away from the river, onto a hard, rocky surface.
“Rohan… Rohan….”
He blinked rapidly.
“Remember, love is stronger than death.”
Death sounded great right now. He wanted it to end. He knew, in this moment, what agony the undead must have felt, their spirits broken, with nothing to live for.
His heartbeat slowed.
“Rohan… Rohan….”
He blinked again, and saw nothing but the river ascending. 
“Never forget that love is stronger than death,” she said again, and then he sensed her being pulled away, fast, by a force greater than any he had felt before. He tried to fight it, to pull her back, but darkness took over.
 And then a bright flash of light. 
He was floating among a field of flowers. Now he was walking through it, hand-in-hand with Senna. She was laughing. 
He kissed her on the forehead, ran his fingers through her hair. They stared into each other’s eyes. The sunlight cast a warmth upon her face, and she had never been more beautiful. 
He dropped down to one knee. 
A box was in his pocket. The engagement ring. He pulled it out and slid it onto her finger. 
A tear rolled down her cheek, and instead of hitting the ground, it hit dark water. 
He felt as if his entire body were plunged into water again as he absorbed the wetness of the tear. 
He opened his eyes.
It was not an illusion. He was on the rocks next to the rushing water, and he was in Senna’s arms. 
She looked like she had been plucked out of his memories, before her illness. Her dark skin shone against the blackness of the river. The stud in her nose glinted. It was a miracle that her petite frame could hold him. She smiled wide and brightly, brighter than he thought anyone could ever smile, and she ran her fingers across his cheek. He hadn’t realized how cold he was, and as her fingers brushed across his skin, his body tingled with warmth. 
“Senna?” he asked quietly. “Why are you here?”
“It isn’t your time.”
Rohan wrapped his arms around her and cried. “I told you we’d never be separated. I kept my promise.”
“I know. I know.”
“Let’s get out of here.”
Senna shook her head and tilted his chin up. “I’m past life, my love. But you aren’t. You have to return.”
“Life without you is no life at all.”
Senna smiled. “I was up there not too long ago, you know. Each time you came and visited me in the hospital, even if it seemed like I was gone, I was there, calling out for you. Loving you. Missing you.” 
Rohan pulled her close. 
“But Rohan,” Senna said, her face hardening, “you have to let me go.”
Her body began to fade, and a look of worry filled her eyes.
“What is it?” Rohan asked.
“I don’t….” She let go of him and floated upward. “This isn’t me. What’s happening? Rohan, help!”
She screamed as a hand pulled her into the dark waters that swirled above.
Rohan dove into the water. “Senna!” He couldn’t see a thing in the black depths.
He rose to the surface and spluttered. “Senna!”
Just ahead, he saw Senna’s face on the surface of the water. He reached for her, but the river pulled her further along. 
“I can’t resist it,” Senna said. “I feel his call.”
Rohan reached out again and took her hand. In a flash, everything around them vanished. They were swirling in the river still, but they were alone. They held each other as the river carried them closer to the pinpoint of light.
An immense heat surrounded them as the river propelled them into the world above. From the rush of air around him, the way his body reacted to its new surroundings, there was no mistaking it—he was back in the world of the living.
A sea of raised headstones glowed under a clouded moon. He’d seen these types of graves before in pictures of New Orleans. Long, narrow rows of white mausoleums with doors a foot off the ground. Yes, they could be nowhere else, he was sure of it. 
He clutched dirt and saw Senna’s soul lying next to him. She no longer had a physical form, but glowed, translucent as Corinne had been.
He stood, trying to get his bearings. 
“Corinne?” Rohan called out into the night. 
“Who?” Senna asked, floating up beside him. 
“A spirit, maybe our only hope.”
A silvery wisp flew past, and then another. Soon, more and more were rising out of the ground, flying toward what Rohan now saw to be flashes of light ahead. He and Senna started toward it, but as they did, he noticed the graves were open. And then he realized that what he had thought to be people up ahead were actually corpses, walking in the night. 
“Stay strong,” Senna said. 
He nodded and pushed on. 
That’s when he saw Altemus standing ahead of him, surrounded by hundreds and hundreds of corpses, all shambling around him as spirits formed a great ball of energy overhead. 
The old man grinned. “I’ll never be rid of you, will I?”
Corinne floated next to him, glowing faintly. Her eyes gazed downward as if she didn’t recognize Rohan.
“Corinne!” he cried. “Stop him!”
“She’s mine, now, Rohan.”
Then Rohan saw the spiritual link between Altemus’s body and Corinne. She was tethered to him by a long, silver, glowing line. 
“No….”
“And it seems you’ve brought me yet another gift,” Altemus said. 
Altemus held out his hand, causing Senna’s body to drift over to him. She screamed for help, reaching back toward Rohan.
“I’ve missed you, Senna,” Altemus said. 
“Don’t touch her!” Rohan cried. 
“Oh, I don’t need to.”
Altemus made a fist, causing Senna to recoil in pain.
Rohan closed his eyes and tried to create energy to fight with, but nothing happened.
“You’re too weak now, Rohan,” Altemus said. He hit Rohan with a fireball, knocking him onto his back.
Another fireball knocked him further across the dirt. Then another. 
“I’m not like you,” Rohan said, closing his eyes. He saw Altemus leap over, then felt a kick in his stomach.
“You could never be anything like me,” Altemus said, kicking him again. “You’re pitiful. All over the earth, as we speak, my armies rise. My necromancers will lead me to victory while you lie powerless. The love of your life sits here, and you do nothing!”
Altemus put his boot on Rohan’s neck. Corinne floated nearby, close enough to touch. Her eyes were glassed over and she hovered in place like a fish.
“You’re a fool,” Rohan said to the old man.
“Maybe, but—”
Moving quickly, Rohan reached out and grabbed Corinne. A flash of light flared, and Rohan snatched the silver cord that connected Corinne and Altemus. With all his focus and strength, he broke it. 
He smiled, glad to see recognition in Corinne’s eyes, and then  pulled her into his body to shoot flames from his hands at the old man.
“No!” Altemus said, caught off guard by the rapid change.
The force of the blasts knocked Altemus back. 
Rohan’s fists glowed with light and he descended onto Altemus, punching him in the face. 
“Today, you die,” Altemus said, catching his second punch. 
A blast knocked Rohan and Corinne back, and Altemus jumped to his feet. He revealed the Scepter of O’lin and held it high, prepared to attack.
“My love, use me too,” Senna said. “NOW!”
Rohan held out his hands, and Senna merged with him and Corinne. Energy flowed through him. He gathered strength and speed as Altemus held out the scepter, laughing, never believing that Rohan posed any sort of real threat.  
Rohan pulled with all of the energy he could muster, and then he was flying forward, Corinne and Senna joining him, becoming one with him. They slammed into Altemus with an explosion of light, and then they were attacking him together, connecting in bright explosions that filled the night sky. 
Altemus shouted, screaming for his spirits and walking corpses to help him, but none of them came. He held up his hands to block, but the magical blows kept coming, and he could do nothing but curl up into a ball and take them. 
When the look of death entered his eyes, Corinne and Senna separated from Rohan. 
A cackle sounded in the wind, and a shriek of agony—Anne’s spirit was there, staring down at her dead husband in terror. Rohan prepared himself for an attack, but instead she dove at her husband’s dead body, pulling out a silvery -wisp that slightly resembled the man Altemus had been. His soul.
“You will not take him,” Anne said.
“It’s over,” Rohan said, pitying the woman. “ You’re finished.”
Anne laughed as she held Altemus’s soul in her arms. 
Altemus, looking around and realizing that he was merely a spirit now, let out a pained cry.
“This wasn’t in the plan!” he wailed. Then his face settled on Rohan and it hardened. “But Rohan, we’re just getting started.”
He and Anne circled each other, filling the area with silvery light so bright that Rohan was forced to shield his eyes. When the light faded, they were far away, flying into the night. 
“No!” Rohan said, standing with a hand outstretched. 
“You should not have let them escape,” the Lich King said, coming to rest nearby. He had been among the spirits Altemus controlled with the scepter, but Rohan hadn’t noticed him.
“We have to stop them,” Rohan said.
“And so, we shall,” the Lich King said. “But they are out of our grasp, and you have other matters to attend to.”
He gestured to Corinne, and then nodded.
“Thank you,” Corinne said as she floated into the sky. Her face lit up as forms appeared around her—a boy and a man, spirits of her family that took her in an embrace. They all smiled down at Rohan as they faded away. 
“Goodbye, Corinne,” Rohan said. “Thank you.”
“Farewell,” she replied, her voice carrying like a distant echo.
Rohan shared a smile with Senna, then looked to the scepter on the ground, where it had rolled from Altemus’s grip. He picked it up.
The scepter looked heavy, but in his hands it was even heavier. An intense surge of power flowed through Rohan’s body. He caught glimpses of the afterlife in his mind’s eye, ready to do anything he wanted at his command. He sensed the billions of souls, knew everything about them—their pasts, presents, and futures. The whole place felt like clay to him, ready to be molded and shaped into anything that he pleased. The afterlife churned and flowed and surged in his hands, eager to be commanded.
The scepter burned, and he knew this was too much power for a mortal man to control.
He handed the scepter back to the Lich King. “It’s yours.”
 “I owe you a great debt,” the Lich King said, holding the scepter high above his head. “If you should ever find yourself in need of my services, I will do what I can.”
“We won,” Rohan said, taking Senna in his arms, a smile wide across his face. 
“Have we?” she asked, a hesitant look to the Lich King. 
“As long as the spirits of those two are not in our control, we cannot rest in peace,” the Lich King said. “But for now, enjoy each other’s company. I can give you a few minutes at most, but that’s all my powers will allow.”
“A few minutes?” Rohan was stunned. 
The Lich King answered with a wave of his scepter, and then the scenery changed as he first began to fade, and then sank into the ground. All around them, the graves and lifeless corpses vanished, and in their place were rolling green hills, waterfalls, and a blue sky where birds chirped as they flew by. 
Rohan held Senna close, staring around in awe. “What is this place?”
“The path ahead,” she said. “But only for me.”
The answer was gut wrenching. He couldn’t accept it. “From now on, there’s no you or me, there’s only us. I won’t be without you. I can’t do it.”
“We discussed this. You can, and you must.” 
She took his face in her hands, and their eyes met. What beautiful, chestnut-brown eyes she had. He’d almost forgotten, and he hated himself for it. He closed his eyes, enjoying her touch, letting it wash over him and through him so he’d never forget the sensation. 
Her lips pressed against his, soft, firm. A kiss of passion, yet gentle in a way that spoke of a love that would never die. 
“I’ll be waiting here for you, always,” she said. He opened his eyes to see hers were moist. “You will return to me, and for me, it will be like no time passed at all.” 
They held each other, heads touching, eyes on a distant light that was slowly growing in size. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
“Your way home.”
He steeled his emotions, fighting the growing knob in his throat. Instead, he nodded, pressed his lips to her forehead, and told her he loved her one last time.
Senna held him tightly, but all too soon, Rohan felt warmth against his back as light enveloped him. It was time. 
“Goodbye, my love,” Senna said. “I will love you forever.”
The light grew brighter, and Rohan felt an invisible tug on his spirit. He knew this would be the last time he would hold her for a long time. 
And he understood it. For the first time since Senna had died, it was okay. It hurt, but didn’t sting, and he felt as if the pall of sorrow that had clouded his life had been washed away.
How many people had a second chance to say goodbye to the ones they loved? How many had been able to hold them? Kiss them?
As he looked into Senna’s chestnut eyes and enjoyed her smile again, he realized that he was the luckiest man ever.
A lucky man with a lot of work left to do. 
“I love you, too,” he said. “Forever.”
He turned. A bright white portal swirled in front of him. He couldn’t see through to the other side, but he knew it was the world of the living.  
He breathed in deep, steeled gathered up all of his energy, and then walked into the light.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
He still couldn’t believe it had been a month since it had all ended, since he had said goodbye to Senna, the love of his life. But here he was, back home, packing his things. Not that he had much left anyway. Most of his stuff had belonged to both him and Senna, and he’d thrown all of that out soon after her death, before he’d begun to hope he could bring her back. 
Now that, too, was in the past. Now he was ready to move on. 
As he took a picture of them down from the mantle, staring into her beautiful eyes and rubbing his thumbs across the roses of the crystal frame, he smiled. But something caught his eye in the reflection—a shooting silver light from the window. 
He spun, expecting to see Altemus or Anne, their spirits ready for another attack. But it was just the sunlight hitting a window from the apartment across the street. 
The light was gone as the clouds covered the sun again. No sign of the evil spirits. 
They too, he hoped, were gone. 
 
TO BE CONTINUED…



 
 
 
 
 
 
Quick Favor
 
Thank you so much for reading this book! We put our hearts and souls into this book, and hope it showed. It would really help us out if you could post a review. Whatever you thought, your honest opinion, would be great. 
 
Maybe you could tell your friends about The Modern Necromancy series, too? Any way you can be part of our crew and help get this series out there will make us fans of yours for life. 
 
In the meantime, turn the page to read the first chapters of the second book in the series, Death Bound. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Death Bound Preview
 
Chapter 1
 
Rohan climbed onto the crowded metro bus with a bouquet of flowers in hand. With a burst of energy, he sprung up the steps and into the aisle, where he became immediately aware of eyes. Passengers, who had been sullenly gazing out the window during the evening commute, had stopped to stare at him. 
It must have been the flowers. He gave an awkward smile and weaved between the riders who were standing or sitting with their feet jutting into the aisle. 
Soon the people went back to their routine. A newspaper rustled. Rock music blared through the headphones of a nearby teenage girl. Someone was eating Chinese food in spite of the bus’s no food or drink policy, and the smell of fried rice reminded Rohan of the Chinese restaurants in L.A. 
Ever since he had moved to Virginia, he’d gotten stares. Maybe it was in his mind, but regardless, be just couldn’t feel at home here, even though he had started over. Saving the world and catching a glimpse of a better side of the afterlife while saying farewell to your dead fiancé tends to unbalance even the greatest of minds. At least, that’s what Rohan told himself every time he started to feel a bit dizzy or like he didn’t belong in this world. 
A woman’s voice sounded from the back of the bus. 
“Rohan, over here!”
He saw a hand waving from behind a couple of men reading newspapers.
“Excuse me,” he said, working his way between the passengers. He sat next to the woman, who was wrapped in a beige trench coat with her brown hair in a bun. His sister—Beverly. 
“Are those for me, or your date?” Beverly asked as they hugged.
“Flowers on a first date? I don’t think so, especially a blind date.”
Beverly took the flowers and sniffed them, closing her eyes. Even though she was just a few years older than Rohan, she was starting to get wrinkles around her eyes. She let out a pleasant sigh. “And they’re irises too. You were paying attention last time you visited your big sis.”
The bus lurched forward and Beverly grabbed the seat. Rohan put his hand out and steadied her. Then the bus picked up speed once more. 
“So… who is this lady again?” Rohan asked.
“Don’t you trust my judgment?” She nudged him in the ribs with her elbow, much to Rohan’s annoyance. It was a gesture she had loved to do growing up.
“So...?” he asked, refusing to let it go so easily. 
“She’s nice and pretty. But who cares about that? What matters is that you’re back in the sea, little fishy. No pressure. Don’t think you have to fall for her… just keep an open mind. And try not to think of Senna, will you?”
“I can’t just turn off my thoughts,” Rohan said. “Were you able to do that when you divorced?”
“We’re not talking about me,” Beverly said, laughing. From the look in her eyes, he knew she wasn’t going to let him change the subject.
“You have no clue what I’ve been through,” Rohan said. 
“Try me.”
He shook his head. Memories of Altemus, the evil old man, flashed across his mind. A snowy temple in Russia. A skull with black markings all over it. The intense chase and bitterness of the afterlife—and Senna. His head hurt just thinking about it all again. “I’m not ready to talk about it.”
Beverly shrugged, and they rode in silence for a while.
“So,” Rohan said, playing with his hands, “Tell me about Jess—”
“Tess. God, at least get her name right.”
“Right. Tess. Has she ever… lost someone?”
“No, Rohan. She’s not broken like the two of us. She’s just a nice girl from work.”
“Flight attendant?”
“Front desk.”
“Ah.”
“For some crazy reason, she’s agreed to share a meal with you. Maybe if you’re good, she’ll be open to a little something more after.”
“Bev, what the hell—”
A chuckle escaped from one of the passengers behind them.
Beverly shrugged. “I’m just saying, you could probably use it.”
“Can we not talk about stuff like that?”
“When you asked if she was a flight attendant, that’s where I thought your mind was…”
Rohan shifted in the seat and Beverly smiled, pretending to zip her mouth shut. 
That was the problem with having an older sister who knew no limits—she’d talk about anything, and Beverly loved to make Rohan feel uncomfortable in public. Or in private. She wasn’t comfortable unless she was teasing him. Strangely, he welcomed the teasing even though it was annoying. Even an awkward sex joke was better than being tortured by sorrow or running through the afterlife, battling the undead.
The bus came to a stop at the Rosslyn metro station, and Beverly gave him a quick hug and a peck on the cheek. “This is my stop,” she said as she moved for the door. “Have fun, and don’t worry, I won’t wait up!”
She made her way down the stairs, and waved from the sidewalk as the bus left her behind. The purple bouquet of irises was a burst of color compared to the rain-drenched, gray terminal. She would wait for another bus, one that would take her to her job at Reagan Airport, where she worked as a baggage attendant. 
Rohan glanced over at the monuments of Washington, D.C., but his thoughts were on the date ahead. He had phoned Tess a few hours ago to ask if she wanted to go to a classy Moroccan restaurant he remembered from his last visit with Beverly. Tess said she was up for anything. He had liked the sweetness of her voice, the femininity of it. She sounded attractive enough, but that didn’t matter as much as it used to. If there was any way he would be able to love again after Senna, they’d have to be a perfect fit. 
Only a couple more stops and he’d be there. 
His hands shook. It occurred to him that this was the first date he’d been on in many years. He and Senna would go on mock-dates occasionally, but of course that didn’t count.
Her last touch would stay with him forever, along with her parting words telling him to move on.
He would certainly try. For her, because he had promised. Somehow, thinking about her wasn’t as painful lately.
He almost hated to admit it, but he was finally moving on. 
The bus approached his stop. The shaking in his hands caused him to rub them together again, and after the bus stopped and the hydraulics let out a nervous whooshing of air, he climbed off amidst a small stream of people. 
The sun was setting and already a few stars had popped into the dark sky. The street lights flickered on, bathing the street in a yellowish glow. 
“Rohan?” a voice said, and he turned to see her. 
Tess was quite pretty. She wore a blue, sequined blouse with jeans, and her dark brown hair was tucked behind her left ear and hanging freely on the right. Her bright blue eyes were accentuated by thick mascara, but he didn’t see any other signs of makeup. It gave her the look of an Egyptian goddess.
At least he wasn’t underdressed. He had worn a designer t-shirt and jeans. Dress shirts never felt right on him. 
“Tess?” he asked.
She nodded, and he was glad he hadn’t gotten the name wrong this time.
“Thanks for meeting me out here,” he said, extending his hand. 
“Oh, I didn’t tell you?” she laughed. “I actually just live up the street. This restaurant is one of my favorite spots.”
He frowned, wondering why she hadn’t mentioned that. Maybe it was the whole thing about not revealing too much to someone before meeting them, he supposed.
Together they faced the restaurant. It was a masonry building flanked by a bookstore and a perfume shop, with what looked like apartments above. The windows were tinted, and a maître d’ held a large, wooden door open for them. Already Rohan could smell distant aromas of cumin and coriander. 
The maître d’ ushered them into the dimly lit restaurant where sitar music was playing. They sat in a circular booth decorated with arabesque tapestries, and their waiter brought them mint tea. Smiling knowingly, he closed off the space around their table with a sheer curtain. Then the waiter brought them a hookah. 
They sipped tea and talked while they smoked. Tess was around Rohan’s age. Born in West Virginia, she had moved closer to D.C. to go to Georgetown, and stayed ever since. 
“Yeah, international business,” she said, answering his question. “It was an okay major, but ended up having nothing to do with my career.”
“Not many people’s majors do.”
“That’s what I figured at the time,” she said, her hand resting on his arm. “I turned down some high-paying corporate job because I wanted to travel the world. Hence, working at the airline with your sis. They always had openings all over the world, and I keep telling myself that one day I’ll transfer overseas.”
As she talked, Rohan leaned forward and listened. When it was his turn, he was amazed at how little he actually shared. Grew up in L.A. Worked as a kid’s magician for a while, making people smile every Saturday. In a relationship that didn’t work out. Moved here to start fresh. 
She listened and blew a cloud of smoke out of the side of her mouth. 
“You normally smoke?” he asked. 
“God, no. But hookah is nice, isn’t it?”
The dinner was even better than he had dared hoped. Tess ordered chicken with honey and almonds, and Rohan ordered couscous with lamb. He had a house beer that he’d never had before, and it was strong, so strong he ordered a few more. He didn’t know what was more intoxicating: the beer, the food, or Tess and the way she laughed and put her hands on his after he told a joke. 
Before long, the urge to hit the restroom took over him. 
“Excuse me,” he said as he stood, then wobbled. He’d drunk more than he expected. 
Tess smiled and pretended to tip the hat she wasn’t wearing, and he staggered off.
In the restroom, he staggered a little at the urinal. When he was done, he went to the sink and splashed water on his face. 
This wasn’t the time to be acting like a drunken idiot, he told himself. Not on the first date. He was going to go out there and tell her he had a nice time, pay, and say good night. That was it.
But he floated back to the table and somehow found himself holding her arm and laughing with her as they stumbled out of the restaurant and through the balmy air. Headlights and streetlights and traffic lights spun around them, swirling like a dream. 
They entered an old apartment lobby that smelled like mildew, stumbled up the stairs, and at her door he kissed her. 
He pulled away, blinking. 
Time to cut it off. Things were moving too fast. 
“Good night, Tess,” he said. 
“You okay to go home like this?” she asked. “Maybe come in for a quick cup of coffee?”
“Maybe,” he said, glancing back at the stairs, wondering if he’d fall if he tried to descend by himself. “Yeah, that would be nice.”
She smiled and opened the door wide for him, then left him in the living room while she went off to boil some water.
The apartment was small and drab, and surprisingly spare for a woman’s apartment. 
Guess you’ve got to live light if you’re going to up and travel, Rohan thought, remembering their conversation. 
 Tess entered with a steaming mug. 
“Thanks,” Rohan said, accepting. 
But Tess wouldn’t let go of the mug. She winced, and a painful expression wrinkled her face. 
“Hey, you okay?” Rohan asked. 
“It… no….” She stumbled back, spilling the coffee.
Rohan leaped forward and caught her as she fell. “Tess? Stay with me.”
“I can’t… it... it hurts!”
“What hurts?”
“I don’t know... Everything.”
Rohan reached into his pocket and grabbed his phone to call 9-1-1. 
“Make it STOP!” she screamed. 
Her eyes clouded over and her hand seized his wrist, knocking the phone to the floor. 
 She turned to him then, eyes full of hatred, and spoke with a voice that was suddenly deeper and multiplied, as if two people were speaking at the same time. “You thought you were done with us?”
“What the hell?” 
Rohan shook himself free from Tess’s grip and left her on the floor. He stared in horror as she crawled toward him like a beast. 
“Don’t recognize me?” she asked. “I suppose I wouldn’t either.”
He detected a male timbre in her voice. And then he froze as Tess laughed and laughed.
There was no mistaking that laugh.
It was Frank Altemus. 
 
***
 
Want to read the rest? Visit https://books2read.com/u/bo6a10 to grab your copy of Death Bound today!



 
 
 
 
 
 
Author's Note
 
From Justin:
 
This book was a long time in the making, in some roundabout ways. For the longest time, I had the idea that I wanted to write a story from the point of view of a man who turned on the news and saw that somehow a portal to the afterlife had been opened and spirits were pouring forth into our world. That was one idea. Then I saw Guardians of the Galaxy -- you know that scene near the beginning where Star Lord is scanning the old city, and actually sees what it was like and even sees people (or aliens?) walking around? Well, there he's seeing glimpses of the past, but I thought that would be awesome to have a story like that but with spirits that live among us. I still do... because that's not exactly where our story went. 
 
But I think our story evolved into something way cooler (and much more in the Urban Fantasy/ Supernatural Thriller genre, so that's a plus). 
 
Ideas were stewing around in my head, and here comes author Michael La Ronn. This guy had written an Orpheus/ Dante's Inferno style story about a Teddy Bear going to save his child from monsters, and so had I! Crazy, right? So we thought, hmm, maybe we should collaborate on something? 
 
I was at Telltale Games on the time, working on Game of Thrones or Walking Dead: Michonne, I don't totally recall which it was at the time, but regardless they are all choice-based games, and it turned out Michael also write choice-based stories. So we thought we would try to do a choice-based story related to my ghost/ spirit story. Through the magic of collaboration, we came with an awesome plot and amazing characters... and then realized that if we continued down the choice-driven story route, we'd have something awesome, but not as awesome as if we changed-course and put the novel out as a traditional novel. This way we could focus on the sequels and getting you, the reader, more story, faster. And hey, now we have choice based narrative already written out and discussed, so when a video game company wants to make Death Marked into a game, we'll be ready!
 
Until then, enjoy the series and check out other work by us (especially our totally different yet chillingly similar teddy bear stories). Who knows, you might like something. 
 
From Michael:
 
It’s only every once in a while that you meet another author who is on the same wavelength as you. 
I have a book called Festival of Shadows (it’s about a kickass teddy bear who uses a sword). Shortly after I published it, I found out about Justin’s Teddy Bears in Monsterland series. Imagine my surprise when I saw his cover (it had another kickass teddy bear on it). 
Even crazier—we wrote and published our books within months of each other. It’s honestly the strangest coincidence I’ve ever encountered in my career. 
And as I was reading his book, I thought, ‘Wow, this guy writes AND thinks like I do.’
Reaching out to Justin was the next step. 
We started chatting, and we thought it was hilarious how similar (yet not so similar) our books were. 
We even talked about writing a collaboration where both of our teddy bears met. But Justin (the idea guy between the two of us) had another idea that he threw out during a string of emails. 
It was an idea about a necromancer. 
Honestly, another author might have said ‘That’s a little strange’ or ‘That’s not for me.’
But my entire author brand is built on strange characters: teddy bears, androids, dragons (though not all in the same book). Necromancers was a perfect fit.
We started collaborating, and like wildfire, the book evolved and grew into one of my favorite series at the moment. It’s amazing what two people can come up with after multiple sessions. 
Yes, Justin and I had some disagreements, and some back and forths. But we both are committed storytellers, and those discussions strengthened the story. A lot.
I have an immense amount of respect for Justin—the guy has a mad hustle and you should totally read his books. He challenged me to write faster, stretch myself, and think differently. I’m sure he would say the same things about my effect on him. 
So thank you for reading this book. We both appreciate it. And  as for Book 2—trust us when we both say that you haven’t seen anything yet. 
 
—Michael La Ronn
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