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Wedding Dolls


At fifteen, Ruth Abadi believed that dolls were a thing of childhood. Yet, the imploring, soulful brown eyes of her little sister were hard to resist. 
“Please?” Tovah beckoned, presenting the well-worn off-brand Ken doll, her delicate fingers clasping its plastic form. “Just one game.”
With a sigh of acquiescence, Ruth agreed. “Alright, one game.”
Following the excited lead of her younger sister, she ventured into their cozy shared playroom. The golden hue of late afternoon sunlight bathed the room, illuminating patches of the pristine white-tiled floor. In a cozy corner, Tovah had meticulously arranged a striking blue and black mosaic rug, setting the stage for a toy wedding. The non-branded Barbie was elegantly draped in a homespun white dress. Though the stitching was novice, it was a testament to Ruth's fledgling sewing skills. She found it endearing.
Tovah settled down, her vivid pink skirt cascading around her. Flicking her dark, lustrous braids back, she gingerly picked up the female doll. After a contemplative pause, she named her, “Amara.”
“Amara? Quite the choice,” Ruth observed, nestling next to Tovah. The ten-year age chasm between them often felt fluid. Tovah's spirit was enigmatic; some days she was introspective, a silent observer, while on others, she possessed a maturity that seemed to surpass her age. Today, there was a harmonious blend of both facets, and Ruth relished these moments.
Extending the male doll, she posed a question, “And his name?”
Without hesitation, Tovah shared, “Nathaniel.”
“Nathaniel, intriguing choice. Though his fiancée likely shortens it to Nate, no?”
With a resolute shake of her head, Tovah countered, “Never.”
Suppressing her chuckles, Ruth's curiosity piqued, “Any particular reason?”
“His brother's name happens to be Nate,” Tovah elucidated with earnest clarity. “Imagine the confusion.”
A burst of laughter escaped Ruth, evoking a mock stern expression on Tovah's face, reminiscent of their father's disapproving glare.
“What's so funny?” Tovah probed.
In jest, Ruth elucidated, “I just envisioned Amara professing, 'I love you, Nate,' leaving both brothers confused.”
Yet, Tovah, unimpressed, rolled her eyes playfully. "Her husband is Nathaniel, remember?”
“Ah, my mistake,” Ruth admitted, waving it off lightheartedly.
Positioning herself snugly next to Tovah, the duo immersed themselves in their make-believe wedding—a favorite theme of their play sessions. Tovah harbored an affection for weddings: the ethereal gowns, the vibrant crimson roses, and the enchanting promise of love.
Ruth, on the other hand, harbored doubts. Did love, the eternal kind, truly exist? Especially in the enduring sense that a wedding vowed?
Their own family was proof of love's complexities. Their father, bearing the scars of both a divorcee and a widow, always seemed enveloped in a melancholic shroud. Tovah’s mother had died suddenly, while Ruth’s biological mother was just gone--whereabouts unknown.
Despite the heartache, the pangs of longing for her mother lingered in Ruth.
These emotional whirlwinds, accompanied by many tear-streaked nights, made Ruth ponder whether weddings were perhaps best left to playful fantasies like this.
Games of pretend.
Within this whirlpool of sentiments, Ruth found solace in these playtimes with Tovah. Here, weddings transformed into enchanting tales, infused with their own delightful quirks.
As their dolls shared a playful embrace, Tovah gleefully declared, “Now comes the murder!”
Ruth erupted in a fit of giggles, though she had somewhat anticipated the dramatic turn. “A wedding murder mystery?”
True, dolls typically catered to the younger lot, but Tovah was an exception. Her imaginative play ranged from adventurous escapades to tantalizing mysteries. Ruth had a sneaking suspicion that their babysitter's penchant for soap operas over cartoons played a part. Yet, she wouldn't alter a thing; this dramatic play was far more thrilling than mundane make-believe.
Perhaps, in some twist of fate, Ruth might experience a genuine Ken and Barbie wedding, unlike this fanciful imitation—hopefully sans the murder twist.




2
[image: image-placeholder]







Wedding Talk



“Is your wedding going to end with a murder?” Tovah inquired, leaning intently forward and bracing both of her slender arms on the glass-top table of the quaint outdoor cafe where she and her older sister, Ruth, were dining. The Little Prince was, without a doubt, her favorite dining spot in the entire world, ensuring that whenever Ruth took her out, they inevitably ended up here.
Nestled just off Bialek Street, it sat conveniently ten minutes from both Tovah’s and Ruth’s houses, making it their ideal rendezvous point. Now thirteen, Tovah had recently managed to persuade her diligent babysitter, Ghadeer, to grant her a little autonomy outside the home.
Of course, their father, Abba, must remain oblivious to these solo escapades. But, Tovah was exceptionally skilled at keeping such secrets.
“No, it’s not going to end with a murder,” Ruth responded with a playful laugh, her eyes dancing with amusement. “What on earth made you think of that?”
Tovah offered a nonchalant shrug. “When we used to play with dolls together, you’d say that was the perfect way for every wedding to conclude.”
“Well, that was then and this is now.”
“So, what's different?”
“You really think Asher is the murdering type?” Ruth teased, drawing the straw from her chilled almond-milk latte and playfully directing it at Tovah, resulting in a few errant coffee droplets marking the glass table.
She swiftly grabbed a paper napkin, wiping the minor spill away. “No, he’s more like a lovable pet, actually.”
“Like a pet?”
“You know, all big-hearted, friendly, and approachable? Just like our old golden retriever, Goldie,” Tovah elaborated, her mind traveling back to their cherished childhood pet. “Asher has that same kind of vibe.”
Ruth chuckled, clearly entertained. “I can't decide if that's a compliment or a slight.”
“It’s simply an observation,” Tovah responded matter-of-factly, taking another bite of her favorite dish, the cashew quiche.
Across from her, Ruth was enjoying a plate of aromatic shakshuka. Its scent was tempting, and Tovah appreciated the ingredients--the rich tomato sauce, fresh eggs, and an abundance of garlic. Yet, she was always deterred by its messy, sauce-soaked appearance.
“That’s an interesting observation,” Ruth noted with a grin, dipping a slice of her flaky bread into the sauce. “Do you suppose I could train him to fetch the paper in the morning?”
“Doubt it. Boys seem a bit challenging to teach,” Tovah mused. “At least, that’s the impression I got from a teacher at school.”
“Sounds like something she should’ve kept to herself.”
“Oh, she only mentioned it to me.”
Ruth eyed her with a mix of curiosity and concern. “Did you skip another outdoor break?”
Tovah evaded the question, swiftly diverting the topic. “Perhaps Asher has a mysterious twin who's smitten with you?”
Ruth laughed, “He has a brother, remember Isaac? He’s—”
“The butcher's apprentice,” Tovah interjected with a dramatic eye-roll. “Yeah, and Abba isn’t his biggest fan.”
“True, but we're not discussing Abba at the moment,” Ruth pointed out. “I believe Isaac would be heartbroken to hear we're concocting murderous tales about him.”
Tovah countered, “I wasn’t referring to him! I meant a different, undisclosed sibling!”
“I highly doubt my wedding will have any murderous undertones,” Ruth affirmed, using her bread to mop up the last remnants of the sauce. “Ready to head out, sweetie?”
Tovah released an exaggerated sigh, but nodded, finishing her quiche and meticulously cleaning her hands with a napkin. “I need to wash up.”
“Of course.” Ruth rose, drained her coffee, and then held Tovah’s hand supportively. Together, they made their way to the restroom. Patiently, Ruth stood by as Tovah meticulously washed her hands in her characteristic thorough routine, ensuring every last crumb was gone and they were immaculately clean.
In the bustling café, the only available hand-drying option was the automatic hand driers. To Tovah, the deafening roar they produced was even more detestable than the uncomfortable sensation of damp hands. She rapidly flung the moisture off her fingers. “So no murder?”
“No murder. But did you know there was a ‘murder’ the day I met Asher?” Ruth replied, her eyes gleaming with playful mischief.
Eyes widening in shock, Tovah responded, “You didn’t tell me that!” As Ruth grasped Tovah’s hand once more, the two sisters ventured out into the bustling street. “Who died?”
“No one,” Ruth chuckled, her laughter melodious. “A group of crows is called a murder, remember?”
“That’s far less intriguing,” Tovah muttered, her disappointment evident. Yet her comment only elicited more laughter from Ruth.
“It might be,” Ruth conceded, “but in its own way, it was quite romantic.”
Holding back an eye roll—a gesture she knew Ruth considered impolite—Tovah mentally braced herself, anticipating the oft-told tale of her sister's chance meeting with Asher.
Unsurprisingly, Ruth began the familiar story. “It was on a weekend, and Abba had tasked me with a visit to the market.” Each time Ruth narrated this account, she infused it with slight variations. Tovah was never certain if Ruth was deliberately embellishing or simply misremembering aspects of the story.
“I remember,” interjected Tovah, “You were procuring ingredients for the upcoming dinner, since our neighbors were joining us for a final meal before their move.”
“That’s right,” Ruth continued, seemingly undaunted by the interruption. “During my market visit, I quite literally bumped into Asher. The collision was so forceful I nearly toppled over, but he steadied me. And Libinke, when our eyes met, I felt an instant connection.”
Ruth's voice grew softer, her expression dreamy.
Tovah silently hoped this fanciful recounting would subside after the imminent wedding ceremony. With the event only three days away, it seemed to dominate every conversation. “And the crows?”
“Yes, I almost forgot,” Ruth said with an amused smile. “After helping me to my feet and finishing our shared shopping, as we prepared to exit the market, we noticed them. A murder of crows, pecking at some discarded bread.”
“That’s it?” Tovah's voice carried a hint of incredulity.
“That's the extent of the 'murder',” Ruth confirmed with a wink.
“I had hoped for something more thrilling,” Tovah mused.
“To me, the intricacies of love are thrilling enough,” Ruth countered. As they rounded a corner, their childhood home appeared before them. Though it once housed both sisters, now only Tovah and Abba resided there. The absence of Ruth's presence made the house seem more silent and somber.
However, at that moment, the silence was shattered by the blaring sound of a television. Ghadeer, engrossed in her favorite soap operas, had cranked up the volume to an almost deafening level. Ruth gently knelt before Tovah, holding her younger sister’s gaze. “In just a few days, I'll see you again. Promise me you'll be on your best behavior?”
Emotion welled up in Tovah's eyes. She tightly embraced Ruth, murmuring, “I miss you.”
Wrapped in the warmth of Ruth's hug, Tovah felt a rush of emotions. “I understand, little love. And I miss you too. But after the wedding, we’ll have more time together,” Ruth reassured.
Tovah was skeptical. Ever since Asher's entrance into Ruth's life, their once-close bond seemed to have waned. Despite her resolve to avoid negative thoughts, Tovah could only manage a simple, “I’ll see you at the wedding,” before turning and ascending the driveway.
She sensed Ruth's lingering gaze but continued onward, retrieving the spare key hidden beneath a familiar rock and stepping inside their home. The resonating sound of the television greeted her as she closed the door behind her. A sigh escaped her lips.
Even in her bedroom, the overpowering volume of the soap opera was inescapable. Gratefully, Tovah reached for the plush headphones, a cherished gift from Ruth. As she donned them, the surrounding clamor faded, replaced by comforting silence.
Reclining on her bed, a mixture of emotions washed over her. While a part of her was genuinely elated for Ruth, she also yearned for the return of their uncomplicated, shared moments.
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Hair Chewing & Bees


“Ruth, you're nibbling your hair again,” Tilly remarked with a hint of exasperation, reaching over to gently swat at Ruth’s hand. Ruth let go, allowing her lustrous black hair to cascade gracefully down. However, internally, she was a tumult of emotion. Rather than a gentle flutter of butterflies in her stomach, it felt as if a fervent swarm of bees or ravenous flies, attracted to discarded meat, were buzzing within her. 
“Sorry,” Ruth murmured distractedly.
With a playful yet stern demeanor, Tilly, her cousin, placed both hands on her hips and retorted, “Don't play that card with me. We both know you're not really sorry.” Pausing for emphasis, she added, “Look, let me style your hair. It'll look breathtaking, and you won’t end up inadvertently eating strands of it in front of everyone.”
Ruth's lips tightened in mild defiance. “I've made it clear. I'm wearing my hair down. How many times have I reiterated that?”
Tilly, looking elegant in her pale rose-gold dress that modestly covered her from shoulders to ankles, seemed a tad irritable throughout the day.
The wedding was envisioned as a blend of tradition and contemporary values—a harmonious amalgamation of familial beliefs. One of the few things Abba had ardently requested was that everyone don modest attire. Given his advancing age, Ruth had willingly obliged.
Her own gown was a testament to this melding: pristine white with a dignified neckline that modestly concealed her cleavage, and sleeves that gracefully extended over the tops of her hands. The dress's lengthy skirt shimmered with silver accents under the light, and her heels bestowed upon her the coveted extra height she always desired.
And she was determined: her hair would remain down.
“I've heard your preference,” Tilly countered, a gentle plea in her eyes. “But reconsidering wouldn't hurt.”
“Tilly,” interjected Aunt Maggie, her American roots evident despite having relocated to Tel Aviv after wedding Uncle Calev nearly fifteen years ago. “Stop bothering Ruth. Your role today is to support, not add to her stress. And Ruth, you're radiating beauty, truly.”
Aunt Maggie, her round face aglow, approached and affectionately clasped Ruth's hands, her verdant eyes, greener than any Ruth had ever encountered, shimmering with emotion.
“Thank you, Aunt Maggie,” replied Ruth, her smile genuine.
Aunt Maggie's response was an ecstatic grin. “I'm in sheer disbelief that you're about to be married.”
Suddenly, the door swung open, revealing Noa, one of the bridesmaids. Her smile, though tinged with anxiety, was infectious. “Ladies, we're on a tight schedule. Precisely seven minutes left. Are we all set in here?”
Not missing a beat, Tilly voiced her opinion once more, “Wouldn't an updo suit her better?”
Aunt Maggie firmly intervened, “Tilly, stop with your persistence. Your own wedding hairstyle can be your choice when you decide to introduce us to a worthy partner.”
Suppressing her amusement at Tilly’s flustered expression, Ruth was thankful for Noa’s timely interruption. “We should proceed. Ruth?”
With an air of calm determination, Ruth assured her, her smile tender, “I’m primed and set. I'll join you in a minute, alright?”
Noa bit her painted-red lower lip, seemingly deep in thought. She appeared hesitant for a moment before exhaling softly and nodding. “Alright, I’ll inform everyone outside. But please, try not to delay too much longer, okay? We’ll be sending your father back soon.”
“Thanks,” Ruth replied, her gratitude evident in her smile. “You’re a gem, Noa.”
Noa offered a weak smile in return and made her exit.
Aunt Maggie clapped her hands together briskly. “Alright, Tilly, time for you to head out too.”
“But—” Tilly began.
Aunt Maggie raised a finger, interrupting. “‘But's are for sitting, not rebuttals. Head out and assist Noa.”
Tilly seemed on the verge of protesting further but eventually heaved a resigned sigh and departed. Ruth felt a weight lift off her shoulders, a sensation bordering on relief.
With a reduced audience, Ruth turned to her aunt, brushing her hair with a gentle sweep of her fingers. “Should I really reconsider my hair?”
“Absolutely not,” Aunt Maggie reassured. “You're radiant.” She carefully lifted the veil that lay draped over a nearby chair, gently unfurling it. “Let’s get this on.”
Ruth complied, leaning down a tad to facilitate Aunt Maggie's efforts. As the veil was affixed and she straightened up, the reflection that greeted her confirmed her earlier inclination about her hairstyle.
She looked breathtaking.
An involuntary gasp escaped her. Drawn to her own reflection, Ruth was captivated by how a mere veil could elevate her ensemble. The ensemble had already enchanted her, but this final touch--it felt like something out of a fairy tale.
Aunt Maggie, standing behind her niece, placed comforting hands on Ruth’s shoulders. “I told you so. Pure beauty.”
“Thank you,” Ruth whispered, deeply moved.
Nodding sagely, Aunt Maggie playfully chided, “Now, we should proceed before Noa comes back with fire in her eyes. She seemed adamant we hurry.”
Ruth, breaking free from the spell of her own reflection, knew Aunt Maggie was right. It was crucial to stay on schedule, to meet everyone out there—
A gentle knock interrupted their moment.
Upon opening the door, Aunt Maggie was greeted by Abba, clad in a crisp suit that deepened the hue of his eyes, rendering them almost like dark, tranquil pools. He fixed an awestruck gaze on his daughter, then with arms open invitingly, he declared, “I’ve never witnessed such beauty.”
Ruth's face was adorned with a heartwarming smile.
Today was destined to be nothing short of perfection.
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Synagogue Soiree


Within moments of arriving at the grand synagogue, Abba was ushered into the inner chambers, leaving Tovah adrift. The gathering was larger than she had anticipated. For a while, she loitered on the periphery, her back pressed to the cool stone wall. 
Crowds were never Tovah's cup of tea. Her distaste for them had roots in her early childhood and hadn't waned as she matured. The tumult of overlapping voices, raucous laughter, and the occasional jostle overwhelmed her. The sensory onslaught was intense: a mishmash of scents—fragrant perfumes, musky colognes, and the fresh aroma of flowers—converged into a jarring blend that was almost pungent to her heightened senses.
The whole scenario baffled her. It was, after all, a wedding. Why the urgency to socialize? The reality was that many attendees barely knew each other, and it was probable that many wouldn’t cross paths again. But, of course, there were also the familiar faces. 
Gideon, a classmate, was there, wandering around. And his sisters, dressed in coordinated attire, played the role of bridesmaids. Aunt Maggie was another known entity, although Tovah couldn't spot her amid the crowd. Aunt Maggie often engaged in deep conversations with Tovah’s father, Ahmed. Having converted in the last few years, she frequently sought insights from seasoned believers, hoping to deepen her understanding. Yet, to Tovah, their dialogues seemed tedious and dull.
The entire event was overwhelming. Even before the ceremonial proceedings commenced, Tovah found herself yearning for the comfort of her home. Ruth, the only one so understanding of her temperament, had intentionally kept her out of the limelight, sparing her the scrutiny and attention.
Perhaps she could remain in this quiet corner for the event's duration? The noise was still incessant, but the reduced crowd made it more bearable. Shielded by the wall, there was little risk of unintended physical contact, something Tovah found particularly unsettling. She despised unsolicited touches, whether it was a casual pat or an affectionate ruffle of her hair. The mere thought of such breaches made her heart race. She anxiously nibbled on the side of her tongue, an old habit that Abba often chided her for.
Distracting herself, her fingers danced over the back of her own hand, mimicking the soothing circular motions Ruth often employed. Her breaths came in short, quick succession, matching the rhythm of the bustling ambiance around her: conversations, melodic tunes, and the occasional sound of camera shutters.
Looking around, Tovah realized the wedding was even more bustling than she had imagined. She wondered how many of the guests were acquaintances of Asher's. Among them, she noticed a girl of her age, enveloped in a thick, plush white coat, appearing uncomfortably warm in the ambient temperature. Tovah's own skin felt clammy just looking at her.
A sudden camera flash momentarily blinded her. Tovah managed to muster a fleeting smile before the photographer darted off, probably in pursuit of a more photogenic subject. She blinked rapidly, clearing the bright spots from her vision.
“Thanks,” the photographer uttered, shifting his focus to his next subject. As he approached, many guests animatedly adjusted their postures, their faces breaking into bright, rehearsed smiles. They seemed to relish the spotlight.
Tovah, however, felt quite the opposite. If she could traverse her entire life without facing the lens, she'd be ecstatic. Her gaze darted around the hall, wary of any potential camera advances.
Suddenly, a familiar voice caught her off guard. “There you are, Tovah.”
She turned to find Asher, the groom, standing beside her. His unexpected presence startled her briefly but was soon replaced by a comforting smile. 
“Asher,” she responded, her voice tinted with evident relief. “It's quite a whirlwind in here.”
“Where's your father?” His eyes scanned the room.
She gestured vaguely toward a distant door. “He headed in that direction. I believe they escorted him to see Ruth, but the music drowned out their conversation.”
Truth be told, she hadn’t been paying much attention. Often, Tovah found herself drifting off, the words of others becoming mere background noise, only to realize the conversation had ended before she could refocus her attention.
Asher, sensing her discomfort, reassured her, “I'm sure they won't be away for long.”
"I hope not," Tovah murmured.
Navigating through the sea of guests to find her assigned seat felt like an insurmountable challenge. Ruth was the one who took Tovah's sensitivities into account, not Ahmed.
“You look lovely, Tovah,” Asher graced her with a warm smile. Dressed impeccably for his big day, he wore a dark suit, complemented by a crimson shirt adorned with golden buttons. His hair, meticulously styled, glistened under the lights, framing a clean-shaven face.
Indeed, Asher was a striking figure. While Abba often remarked that no amount of conversion would make him a "true" Jewish boy, Tovah felt differently. Aunt Maggie, after all, never faced such scrutiny from Ahmed. Perhaps, Ahmed harbored a fondness for Aunt Maggie that he lacked for Asher. It puzzled Tovah.
In her eyes, Asher's kindness and chivalry overshadowed his religious origins. He exuded the aura of the movie princes she adored, always ready to lend a hand and consistently patient with her.
“Thank you.” Tovah absentmindedly tugged at her cerulean dress adorned with white lace. “It's itchy.”
His eyes held a playful glint as they scanned her, and he said, "Well, hopefully you'll be able to take it off soon enough." His fingers grazed the front of his crisp shirt, tugging it away from his chest as if the fabric imprisoned him. It took Tovah a breath to understand: he felt as constricted in his attire as she did in hers. 
Ruth had gushed about the joys of dressing up for weeks. But Tovah wondered if anyone ever asked Asher how he felt about the confining suit and tie. Would he have preferred to recite vows in the comfort of his worn jeans? Most aspects of their wedding diverged from the customary. Why not add to it? 
Asher's voice pulled her back from her thoughts, "Traditional weddings? They aren't the endless affairs the elderly romanticize them to be."
"Abba mentioned we might not get home until dawn," Tovah remarked, her voice betraying her longing for the familiar comforts of home. The fantasy of weddings from her childhood games was vastly different from this overwhelming reality—mostly because of the sea of faces.
Maybe it was even more overwhelming than she had braced herself for.
"The wedding itself won't stretch on that long," Asher assured her, his eyes darting through the crowd momentarily as if seeking someone. He leaned closer, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, "Want to be my partner in crime for a bit?"
Eagerness flared within her. Anything was better than engaging in forced small talk with the swarm of distant relatives and strangers. At thirteen, she had already reckoned with her introverted nature and the likelihood of maintaining only a close-knit circle of friends. 
School was a battlefield of its own, and while she had harbored hopes of speaking to the one familiar boy from her class at this gathering--Gideon--just a fleeting glimpse of him had sent her heart racing, anxiety constricting her chest.
But Asher, he was different. 
She felt safe with him. If Ruth's heart found a home in Asher, so did Tovah's by association. And it didn't hurt that he possessed the charm of a fairy-tale prince, either.
Steering her away from the throng, Asher guided her down a hallway, moving toward the more secluded areas of the venue. The absence of a bustling crowd acted as a soothing balm for her fraying nerves. She let out a sigh of relief, the weight on her shoulders lessening.
"I wish you were enjoying this more, Tovah," Asher confessed, a hint of guilt shadowing his eyes. "Ruth had so hoped this day would be magical for you."
Scrambling for words, Tovah responded, "It's not that. It's just... overwhelming. I'm sorry if I seem distant. I don't mean to be a raincloud in the midst of this sunny celebration."
He quirked an eyebrow, a gentle tease in his tone, "A raincloud?"
Her cheeks flushed, but she held his gaze, "You know what I mean."
"No, I don't."
“Abba always says that. That I have this particular look, like a looming storm cloud.” Tovah's eyes began to roll in exasperation, but remembering manners, she stopped midway. Instead, her fingers clutched the delicate fabric of her dress, the grip betraying her turbulent emotions.
His voice was soft, almost a whisper, carrying the warmth of empathy. “I don’t see a tempest in your eyes. Just a girl who seems a little out of her element. And that’s perfectly okay.”
Tovah relaxed a little more. Asher was so sweet to her. “At weddings, you’re meant to feel...jubilant. It’s like an unspoken rule,” Her voice carried the weight of an old soul. “Everyone seems to."
Everyone but her. Yet another page in the ever-growing chronicle of her inadequacies. The list often felt like a mountain she was perpetually climbing, only to find its peak elusive.
“Life doesn’t come with a playbook,” Asher began, a gentle authority to his tone, “Sometimes, we discover our joys in unexpected corners, indifferent to the crowd's delight. Celebrating our authentic selves is where the magic truly lies.”
She scuffed the ground with her foot, her little kitten wedge heels making a soft scraping noise against the floor. “Being authentic isn’t exactly winning me any popularity contests.”
With a glint in his eyes, Asher leaned in. “Here's some inside information for you. The genuine me? He's not the prom king either.”
Tovah's eyes widened. “That's impossible! You're... you're charismatic, warm-hearted, effortlessly cool. In my books, you're on a pedestal.”
His laugh was hearty, warming the space between them. “You know, Tovah, I was just reflecting on how incredibly special you are. Funny how the universe works, right?”
Her cheeks painted a shade of rose, and she quickly dropped her gaze, feeling the weight of his compliment. Sure, Ruth showered her with such affirmations, but siblings are wired that way. Coming from Asher, it held a different, more profound resonance.
He glanced around, discreetly nudging open the door to the bathroom and motioning her closer. “I need a tiny favor from my co-conspirator.” From his pocket, he produced a pack of cigarettes and a striking red lighter embellished with a serpentine design.
He sighed, the weight of the day evident. “You remember I mentioned that everyone has qualities not everyone embraces? Ruth doesn’t approve of this vice of mine, but sometimes it steadies my racing heart.”
Tovah's empathy swelled. Their shared anxiety, though manifesting differently, was palpable. While Ruth found solace in twirling and chewing her hair, Asher sought refuge in a smoky exhale. Her father found strength in whispered prayers and soft Arabic curses, and Aunt Maggie? Well, her oven bore witness to her stress, along with the occasional not-so-kosher indulgence.
Lost in thought, Tovah wished she had her unique escape, a momentary reprieve from the chaos inside. If only, life came with a magic wand.
“Can you stand guard for me, just for a bit?” Asher’s eyes pleaded, paired with a somewhat sheepish smile. “It's just...the nerves are about to consume me. I need a breather, and not the wedding kind.”
A ripple of pride swelled within Tovah as she responded, “I’ve got you covered.” This task, seemingly simple, made her feel valued, significant in the grand tapestry of today’s events. And to top it off, the hallway’s stillness was a stark contrast to the lively buzz of the wedding reception.
She wished she could nestle in this quiet cocoon for the entire ceremony. Yet, her reserved front-row seat, right beside her Abba’s, ensured her absence wouldn't go unnoticed. She mentally urged Asher to take his time, savoring every drag.
“This,” Asher held the cigarette and lighter closer to her, emphasizing, “is our little secret. I swore to your sister I'd give it up.”
Her brow furrowed in contemplation. “Why hold onto it then?” she pondered aloud. But...if Ruth had her vices, wasn’t it a tad hypocritical to ask Asher to shed his? It struck her as an uncanny parallel to the world expecting her to adjust while being inflexible itself. It was as if society was a relentless current, pulling everyone in a singular direction, showing no mercy to those striving against its flow.
Asher exhaled, a mixture of resignation and anticipation, “I did cut back, significantly. But in moments of overwhelming pressure--like right now--they become my crutch.” He plucked out a silver-lined paper from the pack, crumpling it discreetly before pocketing it. “Can I trust you with this?”
Being given such trust was rare for Tovah, making it all the more precious. Eager to prove her reliability, she nodded fervently, captivated by Asher's every move as he found a semi-secluded spot and ignited the cigarette.
“Your secret’s safe with me,” Tovah whispered, her fingers instinctively forming a cross over her heart. “Asher, I wouldn’t want you caught in a storm cloud because of me.”
A warmth twinkled in his eyes, “You have such a kind heart.” 
Tovah’s spirits soared, as if she had been showered with the rarest of compliments. If joy had a physical manifestation, she’d be beaming, exuding it.
The lighter’s click seemed almost amplified in the hushed corridor. As the acrid scent of burning tobacco wafted her way, Tovah’s nose crinkled in distaste. She pivoted, keeping her gaze anchored to the hallway, ensuring their clandestine moment remained just that.
In the gentle ebb and flow of the evening, Tovah embraced her role as the guardian of the corridor with a quiet fervor.
Determination pulsed within her, a silent oath to herself that she wouldn’t falter.
Time and time again, she'd felt the weight of lowered expectations. The labels society pinned on her—young, autistic, foolish—weren’t just descriptors; they were heavy chains, pulling her down, defining her boundaries. Though, Tovah recognized their intention, they also stung with an unspoken judgment.
Yet, even as those labels clung, she felt a certain triumph in this simple task. The empty corridor was a blessing, ensuring she didn't have to flex her newfound role too hard.
As the silence stretched between them, Asher’s voice broke through, lightly teasing. “Surely, you're at least looking forward to the cake?”
Her eyes sparkled at the thought. “Absolutely. Cake is a rare treat at home. Abba always lectures about the pitfalls of sugar. But, between you and me, I suspect it's mostly because he lacks the willpower to resist it.”
Asher's laughter was rich and warm. “Ah, classic Ahmed. You know, I wasn’t sure he’d ever warm up to the idea of me proposing to Ruth. I always felt this...distance from him.”
Tovah bit her lip, then confessed, “He’s a bit old-fashioned, in his ways. It’s not you, really. He'd probably have reservations about anyone Ruth brought home.”
Nodding, Asher drew on his cigarette and lightly tapped its ash into the sink. “Maybe. But perceptions can be tricky things. We might wish for them to change, but reality seldom bends to our whims.”
A wistful sigh escaped her. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if it did?”
With her ears finely tuned, she caught a change in the distant din. “The music’s crescendoing. They must be gearing up for something.”
“Probably finalizing the playlist,” Asher mused, eyes lost in thought. “Weddings like this, they're intricate dances of coordination.”
She giggled, “All I have to do is watch and applaud. I can’t imagine juggling the behind-the-scenes chaos.”
Asher grinned, taking another drag. “Never underestimate yourself, Tovah. There's a fierce intelligence in those eyes of yours.”
The compliment painted her cheeks a rosy hue. Words eluded her, and she hoped her silent gratitude spoke volumes, hoping he understood her heart even when her voice trailed away.
Asher's demeanor remained unflappable, even as the weight of the evening seemed to press in on him. Every so often, he'd look to Tovah and inquire about the state of their chosen corridor, and she would reassure him that it remained untouched and unnoticed.
"You're safe with me," Tovah vowed, her earnestness evident in her deep-set eyes, a shimmer reflecting the dim lighting of the corridor. “I'd never do anything to betray your trust."
Every time she said something heartfelt like that, Asher's grin would light up the dim hallway, illuminating his chiseled features. It was a smile that held the promise of a thousand sunsets, making it all too clear to Tovah why Ruth had fallen head over heels for him. It wasn't just his good looks but that uncanny ability to make the person in front of him feel like the center of the universe.
Once Asher had inhaled the last drag of his cigarette, he moved to leave the restroom, but Tovah, with an urgency born of deeply held beliefs, held him back. "Wash your hands first," she cautioned, her voice laced with a whisper of fear. "Or else malicious spirits might follow you."
Though many dismissed such notions as mere myths, Tovah stood unwavering in her faith in them. Despite her family often brushing them aside as antiquated tales, she felt an undeniable connection to these ancient stories. And today, of all days, she refused to take any chances on Asher's behalf.
Chuckling, Asher complied, dousing his hands under the faucet. "One can never be too careful, can they?" His eyes twinkled with mischief.
As he rejoined her, she curiously pointed at the ornate design of the lighter he held. “The snake…aren’t you afraid of them?”
His face softened as he extended the lighter to her, revealing its intricately designed golden snake. "Actually, when I was a kid, a buddy of mine had one as a pet."
Intrigued, she leaned in, "A real snake? Up close? Did it ever try to bite?”
He chuckled, brushing a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Snakes often get a bad reputation, but just like any creature, they react out of fear. They're not inherently malevolent. They're simply creatures of instinct, some misunderstood and others, well, just creatures."
Tovah smiled, her heart swelling with admiration for this fascinating man who could find beauty in the most unlikely of places. They might have come from very different worlds, but it seemed that Asher and Tovah shared a common appreciation for the strange and mysterious. 
For the first time since getting to know one another, it felt like they were no longer strangers but rather kindred spirits, willing and eager to share a meaningful conversation alongside secret moments. 
Emerging from their secluded corridor and stepping back into the vibrant heart of the synagogue, they were immediately spotted. Joseph, one of the best men, with his tawny, untamed hair and a nose that told tales of past misadventures, made a beeline for them. His tie hung askew, and his kippa teetered to the side, a testament to the whirlwind nature of the day's events.
Joseph's exclamation echoed across the marble floor, his footsteps ringing in the grandeur of the synagogue. “There you are!” Grasping Asher's hand with an urgency that spoke of missed moments and lost opportunities, he huffed, “You need to be in this shot. Why the disappearing act during photo sessions?”
Raising an eyebrow and with a touch of exasperation in his voice, Asher retorted, “Do you really want an answer? Because it’s simple—I loathe being in the spotlight, and cameras make it worse.”
Joseph adjusted his grip on Asher’s arm, ensuring he couldn’t escape. “You reek of smoke. Ruth will be able to tell. Luckily, I've got cologne.”
Asher shot him a bemused look. “You came prepared with cologne?”
Joseph sighed dramatically. “With you as a friend? Always. Now come. The photographer’s insistence is non-negotiable. You're the groom; you can't duck out of every photo.”
Exhaling a sigh that spoke volumes of his reluctance, Asher conceded, “Fine.”
To Tovah, watching the scene unfold, it seemed a touch unfair. Here was Asher, on his special day, yet being herded around, told what to do, where to stand. Perhaps that's why they had such a connection. Both of them, in their unique circumstances, were bystanders to the demands of those around them.
She proffered the intricate snake lighter back to Asher, but he gently curled her fingers around it. The warmth of his touch lingered, and in his eyes danced a depth of understanding.
“Hold onto it for me,” Asher murmured. “Considering I don’t smoke anymore.”
His words held a playful undertone, and as Joseph practically dragged him away for the impending photograph, he threw Tovah a conspiratorial wink.
But now, Tovah faced a slight predicament. With a dress void of pockets, where would she stow the lighter? Glancing around in minor desperation, she found a secluded spot by the synagogue's entrance. As she discreetly placed the lighter behind some moss-covered stones, a piercing voice cut through the calm.
“Tovah!”
Maria. With her almost glass-shattering pitch that Tovah found grating. She should engage, she knew. Rudeness was discouraged, especially today. Ruth had made Tovah promise, just last night, to be on her best behavior. 
However, the ceremony hadn't commenced. Technicalities.
As Maria, with only a year’s seniority over Tovah, dashed up the pathway, her parents trudging behind, a brief internal debate waged in Tovah's mind. The wedding was yet to begin. Could she risk being slightly impolite? The sheer thought of enduring Maria's company nudged her decision.
Maria was insufferable. Tovah couldn’t help it.
With that, Tovah made a swift about-face, darting back into the sanctuary of the synagogue, the weighty wooden doors creating a barrier between her and the world outside.
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The Tisch


The soulful hum of the kabbalot panim echoed through the room, the warmth of greetings exchanged and the fabric of tradition felt deeply as kippot were handed out to unfamiliar heads. Mostly those from Asher's family tree and friends from Ruth's kaleidoscope of school memories. 
The tisch, though short-lived, had been a whirlwind of voices, followed by the sacred signing of the ketubah and the poignant veiling ceremony. Now, on the cusp of the main event, Asher felt a familiar restlessness. A craving for the nicotine fix that used to soothe his nerves. He silently thanked the stars for handing over the lighter to Tovah, else he might have thrown caution to the wind.
In the audience, Tovah sat, her eyes like vast pools, waiting for her abba to join her. There was an air of anticipation, heightened by the fast that Ruth had insisted upon. A hunger pang reminded him of the impending feast, their first meal as a wedded pair. Yet, his hunger wasn’t just physical. 
Despite the buzz and fervor of the occasion, Asher couldn’t help but feel a little distant from the traditions Ruth and her father held dear. For him, the allure of the night ahead outweighed the significance of the traditions they were observing. 
The most palpable loneliness, though, came with his walk to the chuppah. The aisle seemed longer and the void in his heart, deeper. Without his parents, taken tragically in their youth, or his doting grandparents who were no longer with him, he felt a noticeable emptiness. The memory of their love still seared his heart, a love cut short by fate's cruel whims. Their absence today, particularly poignant.
Although he never daydreamed about nuptials in his younger days, now that the moment was here, Asher longed for his family. Many friends had come to support him, but the tradition prevented any of them from sharing this walk with him. So, he treaded the path down the aisle alone, each step a reminder of solitude.
Reaching the end, the rabbi, sensing perhaps the weight on Asher's shoulders, gently took his hands, pressing a tender kiss on the knuckles. The brief prayer whispered by the rabbi felt like a balm. As Asher settled into his place, Ruth graced the aisle next, her father by her side. The very sight reignited the sting of Asher's missing family, but it also brought to mind the enigma of Ruth's mother: alive, yet conspicuously absent, lost in the world's vast embrace.
The chasm between Ruth and her mother had lasted years, but in a hopeful gesture, Ruth had extended an olive branch—an invitation bearing words of forgiveness and a plea to join their wedding celebration. Yet, it had been returned, a cold slap of reality, with the stark message: "DOES NOT LIVE AT THIS ADDRESS."
This had left Ruth with just one arm to cling to.
The shadows of disappointment had briefly clouded their wedding preparations, but today, under the spotlight, Ruth radiated a joy that seemed untainted by the past. Ahmed, with an unmistakable tenderness, linked his arm with hers, moving forward with the subtle hesitation of a father torn between joy and the melancholy of letting go.
Ruth looked ethereal.
The pristine white of her gown illuminated her, contrasting beautifully with her dusky skin. Her raven-black hair cascaded down, shrouded by the gossamer curtain of her veil. The tableau was poignant—Ruth, Ahmed, the rabbi, and him. But Asher sensed an imbalance, a palpable distance that sent shivers down his spine.
A cold knot of unease lodged itself in his stomach.
While Tovah might dance with superstitions, Asher was the kind of man who laughed in the face of black cats, stepped on cracks without a second thought, and rarely paused to acknowledge the mezuzah when entering or leaving. He championed the idea that life's tapestry was woven with individual threads; what might be a sweet indulgence for one could be a forbidden fruit for another.
And here he stood, enveloped in a ceremony steeped in traditions that echoed more the desires of his bride's father than his own or even Ruth’s.
Each ritual, each word, each gesture held a depth of meaning, many of which Ruth had tried to imbue in him during their hurried lessons. His devotion wasn’t rooted in faith, but in love. He'd committed to converting for Ruth, yet he'd chosen to delve deeper after their vows, to truly understand and embrace their shared path. He promised himself to be there beside her, to learn the hymns, the chants, and the significance behind them. To be the partner she deserved.
Yet there remained that lurking fear, that after all this, Ruth might change.
His reflections were interrupted by the sheer beauty of the chuppah. Its four corners, rich in symbolism, beckoned him. Adorned with a delicate blend of white roses and wisps of baby’s breath, its pillars looked like they'd been kissed by the morning dew. The canopy, draped with the same florals, hung above them like a promise of many blossoming tomorrows.
The air was sweet, but it clashed with the copious amounts of perfume the women from both parties had donned. This combination rendered the atmosphere thick and cloying. He cleared his throat, suppressing the urge to adjust his kippah.
Ruth was radiant, her joy evident. It was reassuring to see her revel in the moment—a bride should relish her wedding day. However, as she circled Asher, the ritual felt somewhat vertiginous. Three times she gracefully moved around him—three circles meant to ward off evil spirits and symbolize their united family sphere. 
When she finally halted before him, Asher felt a momentary disorientation. A hard blink was necessary to refocus. What was afflicting him? Earlier, the day's emotions had been relatively simple, primarily comprised of jitters about his vows—mostly because if he faltered, Ahmed would certainly not forget. 
Yet now, a sensation akin to the aftermath of a severe hangover gripped him. His mind felt clouded, as if encased in molten wax. A thirst nagged at him, paired with gnawing hunger. Was the synagogue unusually warm, or was it just him feeling the heat? Given that no one else seemed affected, he concluded it was just him.
The rabbi, sensing the pause, cleared his throat. Commencing the sheva b’rachot over a glass of wine, he intoned, “Blessed are you, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine.”
A constriction in Asher's throat persisted. Attempting to clear it only earned a displeased glance from Ahmed. Sweat began its descent down his nape, darkening his shirt's collar. His palms, slick with perspiration, tempted him to discreetly wipe them on his trousers.
Ahmed's scrutiny was relentless. Those deep, assessing eyes seemed to pass a judgment that Asher could never measure up.
Regardless, Asher wasn't striving for Ahmed's approval. His heart belonged to Ruth, not her father.
“Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who has created all things for His glory,” the rabbi's voice resonated, unwavering and echoing serenely around the room. Asher found little solace in it. “Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, Creator of man.”
That persistent tightness in his throat gnawed at him. An instinctive hand reached up to soothe it, but the motion was met with yet another disapproving stare. Resigned, he let his hands fall to his sides.
The more the rabbi spoke, the more Asher felt as though something was clawing at the inside of his skull. His ears popped, and he sensed an inexplicable humming; what song was that? Who was humming?
He glanced to the side, but saw no one in the rows of seats who might have been making the sound. Tovah was gazing at him, her expression full of warmth. She appeared much happier after their excursion to the bathroom. That was good. 
Asher took comfort in Tovah's trust. It was crucial that she trust him. Everything would be alright as long as Ahmed was the only family member who disapproved of him.
Ruth shot him a look, a blend of curiosity and concern. She mouthed, "Are you okay?"
Asher tried to respond with a tight, reassuring smile. The honest answer to her question was simple: no, he wasn't.
Yet he couldn't pinpoint the issue or determine how to address it. The atmosphere had assumed an eerie quality, as if shadowy tendrils were weaving through it.
A wave of nausea swept over him. It felt as though bile was rising within, accompanied by a profound sense of unease. Was he getting cold feet? No, certainly not. Asher knew he was a decent man and would be a devoted husband. He had made mistakes in the past, like everyone, but he was committed to caring for Ruth and ensuring her every need was met.
Perhaps it was just a sudden, intense bout of anxiety?
"Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who created man in His image, in the likeness of His form, and prepared an everlasting foundation for him. Blessed are You, L-rd, Creator of man," the rabbi went on, reciting the seven blessings. "May the barren one [Jerusalem] rejoice and be overjoyed as her children are gathered to her in happiness. Blessed are You, L-rd, who delights Zion with her children."
Which blessing number was that?
Asher had lost track.
He struggled to concentrate on the words. It felt as though his mind was dissolving—like water running off an ice cube, like condensation sliding down a glass, or wax dripping from a candle. Sweat formed on his brow.
And on his skin.
What was he just thinking about? His throat and lungs felt constricted. It was as though the fog in his mind had seeped into his lungs, which now felt as if they were filling with water. He craved a cigarette. Why had he given away his lighter?
If he had kept it, he could have had a smoke once the ceremony was over, before the party began. He desperately wanted another one. A cigarette might help. Could he retrieve the lighter from Tovah? She might allow him to use it, even if she wanted to keep the gift itself.
He scanned the crowd of guests, searching for Tovah. She wasn't looking at him. Instead, her attention was fixed on something beyond the wedding party, in the far corner of the room, behind Asher. He couldn't turn to see without potentially incurring Ahmed’s ire.
Keeping his gaze fixed on his bride, Asher tried to will the unsettling feeling away.
The rabbi continued, "Grant abundant joy to these loving friends, as You bestowed gladness upon Your created being in the Garden of Eden of old. Blessed are You, L-rd, who gladdens the groom and bride."
The sensation persisted. He felt as if something was staring at him. There was a feeling of something squirming inside his lungs and beneath his skin, as if it was gnawing at his bones and marrow, trying to hollow them out.
There was a pause, and a warm, kind smile appeared on the older man's face. This indicated the conclusion, right?
Then would come the ring, the vows, and—
"Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who created joy and happiness, groom and bride, gladness, jubilation, cheer and delight, love, friendship, harmony, and fellowship," intoned the rabbi.
Asher had been mistaken. That wasn't the last prayer. But this surely was. He could tell because the guests began to tear up, and Ruth seemed to vibrate with excitement—a growing elation that lifted her spirits.
He too felt a growth in his chest, but it wasn't one of elation. It was a heaviness, pressing on the exterior of his lungs—a weight, a dampness, and something foreign. 
Something that wasn't naturally a part of him.
"L-rd our G-d, let there soon be heard in the cities of Judah and in the streets, the sound of joy and happiness, the voice of the groom and the voice of the bride, the jubilant voices of grooms from their canopies, and youths from their songs of joy. Blessed are You, L-rd, who gladdens the groom with the bride," the rabbi concluded, bowing his head.
Finally, the concluding prayer. Relief washed over Asher. He tried to exhale but found he couldn't. Something obstructed it. He struggled to breathe in, but the same blockage made it challenging.
The sound of hard candies hitting the floor echoed in the room. Asher's attention was drawn to the noise; fortunately, Ruth looked as well, ensuring Ahmed couldn't rebuke him this time.
“The ring,” the rabbi gestured.
Quickly, Asher took it from the pillow that Joseph presented. He was eager to conclude the ceremony. He craved a cold glass of water, perhaps a chilled glass of wine. He needed something to alleviate the sweat, the strain, and the sensation in his lungs that was slowly invading his throat.
It was a straightforward golden band, devoid of diamonds. Ruth had cited tradition, but it was one of the few areas where Asher had resisted.
If they were marrying, Asher wanted the entire world to recognize it! Ruth had proposed a compromise: this modest gold band for the wedding day and a ring more in line with Asher's vision later, chosen just by the two of them.
Ruth extended her hand, and Asher, his palms damp and trembling, slid the ring onto her finger. It was a perfect fit.
The constriction he felt in his throat seemed to be descending into his chest. He cleared his throat once more.
Ruth repeated in a whisper, "Are you okay?"
“Ruth,” her father reprimanded sharply.
The rabbi appeared concerned but had likely witnessed more daunting scenarios throughout his career. It wasn't unheard of for weddings to go awry. Asher assumed the rabbi was just relieved that no one had chosen to flee halfway through the proceedings.
Dizziness overwhelmed him, making him stagger.
Joseph steadied him, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Are you alright?"
Asher gestured dismissively. “Continue, please.”
Heeding Asher's request, the rabbi hastened the ceremony to its conclusion, possibly motivated by Asher’s pallid, sweat-glistened complexion. A cloth bag containing a glass was set between them.
“Marriage encompasses both joy and sorrow,” the rabbi declared in a clear, resonant voice. “By shattering this glass, you symbolize your dedication to supporting each other, regardless of circumstances.”
They joined hands, but before they could step on the glass to finalize the ceremony, a stronger wave of dizziness overcame Asher. He lost his balance and brushed against one of the chuppah's corners.
White rose petals scattered, cascading to the floor. Asher clutched at his constricting throat, gasping for air. Panic consumed him, blurring his thoughts.
“Asher,” Ruth murmured, advancing a step. However, Ahmed quickly gripped her arm, yanking her back as if fearing Asher's sudden affliction might spread. “What’s happening?”
Asher attempted to articulate his distress, to convey the suffocating sensation and the palpable pounding of his heart. He endeavored to muster a plea for assistance or to beckon someone to call for help. Anything. Everything.
Yet, words eluded him.
A foul blend of bitterness and metallic tang invaded his taste buds. It was vaguely reminiscent. He recognized the taste, but only in a distant, detached manner. His mind seemed to malfunction, causing a disconnection from his physical sensations.
His surroundings grew intensely vibrant, as if the world around him had suddenly burst into exaggerated hues.
A searing pain jolted through his left arm, radiating into his chest. The rabbi's voice pierced the air, “Someone, get an ambulance!”
But his plea came too late.
Asher’s strength ebbed away, and he collapsed. As his head made contact with the polished hardwood floor, his soul abandoned him.
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Till Death...


“No!” Ruth cried out, oblivious to the pristine white of her gown. She flung herself beside Asher, her hands cradling his face. A cigarette butt, fallen from his pocket when he collapsed, lay on the floor beside him. Without full knowledge of the situation, Ruth instinctively blamed that small, inconspicuous item. "Filthy habit!" 
Deep in her heart, she felt a pang of vindication. She had warned him ever since their paths first crossed: smoking would be his undoing.
In the early days of their relationship, Asher's smoking was incessant—consuming an entire pack daily, sometimes even more. Ruth, deeply concerned for his well-being, often fretted over his health. While he rarely coughed, when he did, it rattled her soul. She would lie awake, pondering what that cough would transform into a decade or two later.
So she had exacted a promise from him: quit smoking before their marriage. Asher had vowed earnestly, and Ruth, trusting him, believed. Yet here lay the evidence of his deceit, proving he hadn't truly given up the habit but had merely concealed it from her.
Now, on the very day they vowed eternal love, he lay lifeless before her.
Clearly that cigarette's fault.
The sight was surreal—a heart-wrenching tableau in slow motion. Overwhelmed, Ruth clutched the front of his shirt, burying her face against him.
“Asher!” she lamented, her anguish making her voice barely recognizable. “Asher, you can't do this to me! Wake up. We're just beginning, Asher. Darling, sweetheart, our journey just started. You can't—you can't abandon me this way.”
Yet he remained unresponsive. Forever silent. A grim realization dawned on Ruth—his pallid skin, the vacant stare in his eyes, the stillness of his chest. But she wasn't ready to accept the truth, not when they had just exchanged sacred vows and now—
The atmosphere palpably shifted. Chaos ensued as attendees jumped to their feet, chairs scraping loudly and heels clicking against the aged hardwood. Cries of alarm and offers of assistance filled the air.
The rabbi, maintaining his composure, commanded, “Everyone, please exit the premises immediately. Head to the front.” His voice resonated with firm clarity, “Let’s move, folks. We need room here, and you'll be most helpful outside.”
In deference to his authority—and given the shocking turn of events—the crowd heeded his words. Who could defy a holy man in his own sanctuary, especially when faced with the devastating sight of a fallen groom and a heartbroken bride?
Ruth realized the scene must have been hauntingly unforgettable, but she couldn’t dwell on that. Desperate and devastated, she clung even tighter to Asher, her fingers tangled in his shirt fabric.
“Please wake up,” Ruth pleaded, her voice breaking. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. “Please! Asher, you're the only one for me. You're everything I've ever wanted. We've just married; you can't leave me like this. Wake up, please!”
Of course, Asher didn't stir. His chest lay still, devoid of breath. Ruth's gaze darted upward, and for an instant, she noticed a dark shadow in the distant corner of the room. As Joseph crossed her line of sight, hurrying toward the front door, the shadow disappeared.
The whirlwind of emotions left no room for Ruth to process that fleeting vision; her entire focus remained on the immediate crisis.
“Abba!” Ruth cried out. “Please do something! Someone has to help him!”
Ahmed enveloped his distraught daughter, drawing her away from Asher's lifeless form. “Give him space, Ruth. Make room!”
His embrace, which had always been a source of solace for Ruth, felt different this time. For once, his comforting hold made her yearn to break free. Her thoughts were consumed by Asher.
Cousin Tilly sprang into action. As a nursing student, she seemed to know instinctively what to do. The light blue of her dress brushed the ground as she kneeled beside Asher. Checking for a pulse, her fingers pressed against the side of his neck.
“No pulse,” she announced, panic edging her voice. She hastily unbuttoned Asher's shirt, sending two gold buttons scattering across the hardwood floor.
Ruth, overwhelmed with emotion, collapsed beside them. “He has to be okay!” She clutched Ahmed's arm with such force that her knuckles whitened. “He's going to be fine, right, Abba? Tell me he'll be alright!”
Ahmed, holding her firmly by the shoulders, tried to console her while keeping her out of Tilly's way. Knowing he couldn't deceive his daughters, especially not now, he chose his words carefully. “Calm down, Ruth. Let Tilly do her job. The doctors will be here soon. They'll help.”
Tilly, resolute, positioned her hands over Asher's chest, preparing to administer CPR. While others rushed out of the synagogue, the rabbi began to pray. In the distance, the distinct wail of an ambulance siren grew steadily closer.
Tears stung her eyes. Ruth emitted a sound akin to a deflating balloon, the breath being forcefully expelled from her lungs. She briefly buried her face in the crook of her father's arm, but she couldn't stand being away from Asher's sight for even that brief moment.
She turned back to him, praying with every fiber of her being that he would awaken.
He remained still.
“No, no,” she murmured, unable to articulate anything else. Her thoughts felt like a whirlwind. They seemed to spill beyond her mind, cascading across the walls of the room, enveloping everything. This wasn't supposed to be the outcome. Today was meant to mark the beginning of their journey together, the embodiment of her belief in happy endings.
The sight of her love, lifeless on the floor, shattered that dream.
Tilly's voice, desperate and strained, broke through Ruth's thoughts. “I can't find a heartbeat!”
She continued her relentless CPR, possibly motivated by Ruth's intense gaze. Tilly's exertion was evident—sweat dripped from her brow onto Asher's still chest. She administered chest compressions, paused to give rescue breaths, then resumed her efforts. 
But Asher remained motionless.
“The ambulance is here!” Joseph announced from the doorway, holding it open as paramedics rushed in.
“We’ll handle this now,” one of them asserted, signaling Tilly to step back.
She nodded gratefully, her eyes following as they prepared Asher for transport.
“Where are you taking him?” Ruth's voice trembled with urgency.
“Joseph, accompany them. We'll follow,” Ahmed directed.
Ruth, panic evident in her eyes, countered, “Abba, I need to be with him!”
“We'll drive there,” Ahmed reassured. “That way, your sister and I can be there too.” Cupping her face with both hands, he solemnly vowed, “You won't go through this alone.”
“Through this,” Ruth echoed, her voice quivering.
To her, 'this' was a horrifying mistake, a mere blip. He had to recover. Even as those thoughts raced through her mind, the paramedics loaded Asher into the ambulance. They were on their way to get him the help he desperately needed.
“Fetch your sister,” Ahmed instructed. “I'll find out where they're taking him.”
He made his way quickly toward the EMTs. A heavy weight settled in Ruth's stomach. She turned to see Tovah, leaning against the far corner of the room, her hands covering her face. A pang of sympathy shot through Ruth, but it was faint amidst her own distress.
“Tovah!” Ruth called out, rushing to her side. Amid her own panic, it was challenging to acknowledge her sister's distress. “We need to leave, Tovah. They're taking Asher to get medical attention.”
“He asked me not to tell about the smoking,” Tovah sobbed as Ruth approached, “and I kept his secret.”
A flurry of emotions--anger, sorrow, love--coursed through Ruth. She knelt in front of her sister, grasping Tovah's wrist. Guiding Tovah’s hand, she drew circles on its back with her fingertip.
“Look at me,” Ruth implored. “We have to move quickly, Tovah. We need you with us, okay?”
“Did I cause this?” Tovah's face was flushed, eyes brimming with tears.
“No,” Ruth declared with conviction. “And Asher isn't gone. Let's go, Tovah. Our father is waiting. The doctors will help him. He's going to be okay.”
With determination, Ruth took hold of her sister, leading her toward the exit. The glaring sunlight outside was in stark contrast to the dim interiors of the synagogue. Ruth squinted, trying to adjust.
He will be, she assured herself, echoing the reassurance she’d given Tovah. Asher will pull through. That's all I can focus on right now. Optimism is crucial. If I remain hopeful, everything will turn out fine.
It might have been a naive thought, but it was a belief Ruth had clung to throughout her life.
Ahmed ushered both his daughters into the sleek car intended as Ruth's wedding present. The drive to the hospital was silent, filled with palpable tension. It felt like Ruth was caught between hope and despair; on one hand, she was confident Asher would recover, and on the other, it seemed he was already slipping away.
Upon arriving at the hospital, Ruth was the first inside. In her distressed state, she struggled to get information. It wasn't until her father arrived, with Tovah trailing behind him, casting her gaze downward, that they were directed to Asher’s location.
Ruth should have been offering comfort to Tovah, but her own emotions held her captive. It was as if every bit of her strength was spent trying to maintain her composure, feeling as if a part of her had irrevocably fractured.
She felt like a fragile figurine, wrapped in paper. The paper—her skin—held everything together, but if disturbed, she would scatter into pieces.
“Abba,” Tovah whispered.
“Not now, Tovah,” Ahmed replied, searching intently. “I’m looking for the right place.”
They eventually settled in a waiting room on the fourth floor. Ahmed approached the nurses for information, only to find out Asher was in surgery—surgery!—and they weren’t sharing more details. They were instructed to sit and wait for a doctor to provide an update.
The room was sterile, with white walls and a matching floor. Chairs, stark and unforgiving, lined the walls. While Ahmed and Tovah took seats, Ruth felt an internal restlessness that kept her on her feet.
She paced relentlessly. After twenty minutes, her composure began to crumble.
“Please sit,” Ahmed urged. “You’ll make yourself ill, Ruth.”
“I already feel ill,” she countered, hand over her heart. “We were supposed to be getting married, Abba.”
“I’m aware,” Ahmed responded, his voice reflecting memories of his late wife and possibly of Ruth’s mother, the one who left rather than passed.
“Don’t do that,” Ruth admonished.
“Do what?” Ahmed inquired.
“Say it in that tone! Asher will be okay,” she insisted. “We'll complete the ceremony and head home.”
“Ruth,” Ahmed began.
Interrupting, Ruth asserted, “You never liked him! You resented that he wasn’t a devout Jewish man.”
It was the first time she had vocalized such sentiments, and her words had a biting edge, sharp enough to charge the atmosphere.
Yet, Ahmed’s demeanor remained unperturbed. He knew his daughter's temperament and loved her unconditionally. Moreover, having lost two wives--one to divorce and the other to death--he understood the raw emotions that arise from grief and pain.
Although Ruth vaguely recognized these truths, she couldn't fully process them at the moment.
“I was concerned for your well-being,” Ahmed clarified. “You often find yourself on perilous paths.” He rose and gently touched the spot on her arm, hidden beneath her wedding gown sleeve, where her bird tattoo resided. “Like this one. My concern was born out of love.”
Ruth recoiled as if his touch seared her. “I got that because you stifled me! Birds symbolize freedom, Abba. They're unbounded. They have the liberty to go anywhere, be anything! That's what I desired for myself.”
Ahmed questioned, “Did you only want this wedding as an escape? To fly away?”
“I wasn’t going to leave you,” Ruth said, her lip trembling. Her skin felt hot, and she struggled to steady her voice. “I just wanted... I just wanted him. I was in love with him.”
Tovah's gentle voice interrupted their intense conversation. “The doctor is here.”
The doctor was tall with blond hair swept to one side. He held a clipboard, which he promptly set down at the nurse’s station as he approached Ruth and her family.
“Hello,” he greeted, extending his hand. Ahmed shook it first, followed by Ruth. Tovah remained seated, appearing diminished in her chair. “You must be the Abadi family,” he said, speaking Hebrew with a pronounced Russian accent.
“Levi,” Ruth corrected tersely. “The ceremony was complete. I’m Ruth Levi. Is my husband alright?”
The edges of Ahmed’s mouth tightened, but he remained silent. He was the type to grow silent when angered, upset, or frightened.
Ruth felt a chill from the doctor's expression.
“Mrs. Levi,” the doctor began, “I regret that we’re meeting under such unfortunate circumstances.”
“Unfortunate,” Ruth echoed, then more urgently, “Is my husband okay?”
“We did everything possible, but it was to no avail. He flat-lined twice on the way here, and we couldn’t revive him.”
Ruth let out a raw, gut-wrenching scream. Her legs buckled, and she collapsed, the white fabric of her wedding dress billowing around her. Tovah sprang from her chair, pressing herself against Ruth's back.
“What happened? He was fine! We were in the middle of our wedding!”
The doctor's gaze shifted to Ruth, her love for the groom apparent. “He seems to have been in the early stages of lung cancer. We suspect the disease triggered a severe stress response, leading to cardiac arrest.”
“Lung cancer,” Ahmed said with evident revulsion. “Smoking. Filthy—” He paused, absorbing the weight of the revelation. “So, he's dead?”
Ruth let out another heart-wrenching sound.
“Yes,” the doctor confirmed, “Would you like to see him?”
In her grief, Ruth could only produce an inarticulate noise. Seeking clarity, Ahmed turned to his daughter, asking, “Ruth?”
But she was inconsolable, her sobs causing her body to quake. With burning eyes and a constricted throat, she longed to retreat into a hidden crevice, wishing to be as lifeless as her Asher now was.
Her Asher. Her beloved.
She had cherished him for such a fleeting moment, and already, he was no more. Her love, lost forever.
All those old fears about never finding love surged back. She worried she'd end up like her father, alone, with no companion for the late nights. She grappled with the belief, nurtured by her mother's cruel words, that she was a mere beast of burden, devoid of value. The sickening realization dawned that only two men had ever shown interest in her, and only one was desired.
And how she had yearned for him.
She had wanted every aspect of Asher: the abundant good and the scant bad. She had come so close to having it all.
Suddenly, as if a switch had been flipped, her tears ceased. An eerie calm enveloped Ruth. A fleeting shadow in the room's corner and an odd tug in her chest went unnoticed.
“Let go, Tovah,” Ruth murmured to her sister.
Tovah complied, gently unwinding her arms from around Ruth's neck.
Wordlessly, Ruth rose. She guided her younger sister to their father; Tovah clasped his hand, pressing against his side. While the doctor led the way, Ruth took a different path. Unbeknownst to her family, she headed down another hallway and stepped into an elevator.
A peculiar serenity washed over her. Amidst that tranquillity, a realization crystallized.
Although she had lost Asher, they could still be united.
The elevator descended to the ground floor. The scent of orange cleaner permeated the lobby. The intense lighting compounded her tear-induced headache. A family entered, carrying stuffed animals and balloons that declared, "It's a girl!"
A joy Ruth would never experience.
Having a child. Building a family. The life she had meticulously mapped out with Asher was now unattainable.
Exiting to the parking lot, she spotted the keys her father had left on the car's front seat. The vehicle's interior was pristine and odorless. She inserted the key into the ignition.
The car roared to life. As she departed the parking lot, her father emerged from the hospital's entrance. Their eyes locked through the rearview mirror: his filled with panic and concern, hers with desperation and resolve.
She accelerated without a second glance.
Ayalon N directed her to a bridge spanning a tributary of Nahal Yarkon. The car's AC expelled chilled air, drying her tear-streaked face. A faint smile tugged at her lips. She felt a sense of peace.
A life without Asher wasn't worth living, not in the slightest. But an eternity with her beloved? That idea resonated with a sense of purpose.
The bridge loomed. Beyond lay the river and the trees of Rosh Tzipor forest. Flooring the accelerator, she sharply turned the wheel, careening through the guardrails in a cacophony of twisted metal.
With closed eyes and a serene smile, she braced herself as the car careened through the air and plunged into the water.
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Sitting Sheva


This wasn't the first time Tovah had sat sheva. When she was much younger, her bubbe had passed away. Her ima--mother--too, had died when she was just a babe in a crib. She didn't remember her ima at all. 
Sitting sheva for Bubbe was different.
This time, it was her sister. It was Ruth.
Ruth.
Tovah was at a loss.
All her life, she had been taught to accept death, understanding that it was both a part of life and a balance. A person could only bear so much grief. Yet, they were taught not to fear or resent the idea of death.
Sheva began on the day of the burial. Every time Tovah closed her eyes, she envisioned her sister's casket being lowered into the ground, right beside Asher's. It was a double burial: two families mourning together. And now, this.
For seven days, they would sit sheva. The mourning took place in Abba's home, which also meant Tovah's home. There was no escaping the palpable grief or the oppressive weight of sorrow that seemed to bear down on her shoulders and constrict her throat.
The home was open to both family and community as they mourned the loss of Ruth Abadi. Her father had placed a low stool near the house phone. Though he had a cell phone, only the home number would be used. It would ring, and he would listen, offering his thanks in his deep, resonant voice.
Shortly after each call, someone would visit the house, reassuring the family they weren't alone.
The practice, intended as comforting, became overwhelming for Tovah. She felt an urge to pull at her hair, to shatter something valuable, hoping to be sent to her room just to escape the constant reminders.
Aunt Maggie arrived with Cousin Tilly accompanying her. Both were dressed in black. Aunt Maggie hugged Abba, whispering something too faint for Tovah to hear.
Tilly approached Tovah. Their age gap wasn't large; Tilly was closer to Ruth's age. Her smile, despite being tinged with sorrow, was warm.
“How are you doing?” Tilly asked. As soon as she posed the question, she seemed to regret it, her nose wrinkling as if she could already predict the response.
Everyone knew the answer. Tovah was perplexed as to why it kept being asked.
Blinking, Tovah responded, her eyes heavy with unshed tears. “Not great.”
That was putting it mildly.
Tovah felt like she hadn't merely lost a sister but a part of herself. It was as if a piece of her heart had been cruelly extracted and discarded, leaving her with a gaping void and an intense sense of loneliness.
Her hands instinctively pressed to the phantom pain. The loss of Ruth was so overwhelming that Tovah was at a loss for how to cope.
“I didn’t think so,” Tilly remarked, glancing briefly at the two adults before sitting down beside Tovah. “Have any of Asher’s relatives visited?” Her expression hinted she already knew the answer.
Tovah was baffled by the tendency people had to ask questions to which they already knew the responses. It seemed pointless. But Ruth had always emphasized the importance of politeness, so Tovah held her tongue.
“I’ll try to be polite during Ruth’s sheva,” she whispered to herself.
“His parents had passed away,” Tovah admitted, eyes fixed on her hands, avoiding Tilly's gaze. Ruth had always told her that making eye contact was courteous, but Tovah just couldn't manage it at that moment. Speaking politely seemed more crucial than maintaining eye contact, at least that's what she convinced herself of.
Tilly nodded. “I know that. But he had numerous uncles and cousins at the wedding. His family was extensive. Have any of them visited? There was that girl in the white coat, and her father, Gerald?”
“I don’t think he genuinely wanted to convert,” Tovah said with a half-hearted shrug. “And they didn’t seem interested when Abba invited them to sit sheva with us.”
“None of them?” Tilly asked, her brow furrowed in disbelief. “That seems...heartless.”
“There was one,” Tovah mentioned, “but I don’t remember his name. I wasn't comfortable around him; he stared too much.”
The man was noticeably shorter than most, with a broad set of shoulders. He possessed a distinctly sharp nose, and his eyes held a piercing quality. He looked at Tovah as if he sensed she was concealing something.
Indeed, she was. She had hidden the cigarette. Yet, Ruth assured her, before her tragic end, that the cigarette was not the cause of Asher's demise. That Tovah wasn't to blame.
While she struggled to fully accept that reassurance, she believed it was crucial to try.
Tilly frowned, shaking her head. “Even if they disapproved of his conversion, some basic respect wouldn't go amiss.”
Tovah merely shrugged in response.
“Sorry,” Tilly said with a gentle sigh. “You probably don't want to discuss this right now.”
“It’s just... everyone keeps inquiring about my feelings,” Tovah replied. “Of course I'm devastated. Ruth was—” She paused, the words sticking in her throat.
A palpable sympathy emanated from Tilly, making her eyes look even softer. Unlike her usual self, she wasn't wearing makeup. Just as men observing sheva refrained from shaving, women opted out of cosmetics. Rituals dictated they stay grounded, maintain cleanliness, and avoid footwear.
These rules and rituals, customs and traditions typically brought solace to Tovah. She relished in the predictability of it all. But this time, the comfort they usually offered felt amiss.
“Would a short walk help?” Tilly suggested. “Some fresh air might do you good.”
While Tovah wasn't exactly thrilled at the idea, she felt it was better than enduring Aunt Maggie's redundant condolences and hollow inquiries about her well-being.
Luckily, Abba consented to their little venture, possibly influenced by Aunt Maggie's approval. The outcome was a refreshing escape to the outside world, enveloped in the golden embrace of the evening sun, and the vibrant pulse of Tel Aviv.
“Any particular place in mind?” Tilly inquired.
A hidden lighter, which Tovah had stashed away before the tragic events involving Asher and Ruth, came to mind. She wished to retrieve it. And thus, she directed Tilly toward the synagogue. Despite Tilly's evident surprise, she was quick to agree.
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Pitch-Black Awakening


When Ruth awakened, she found herself immersed in an inky abyss. A velvety, smothering blanket of darkness enveloped her, so profound she couldn't discern whether her eyes were open or shut. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the soft, rhythmic cadence of her breathing. It felt surreal, as if she were trapped in a cocoon of nothingness, even though the vast expanse around her hinted she was somewhere immeasurably vast. 
“Hello?” Her voice, tentative and tremulous, seemed to dissolve in the void. “Abba? Tovah? Is anyone there?”
Instead of a reply, her voice reflected back, creating an eerie resonance that felt both intimate and isolating.
Panic's icy tendrils started to creep in. “I can’t remember how I ended up here!” Ruth's voice grew louder, more desperate. “Can someone, anyone, tell me where I am? Where’s my family?”
Still, no response met her cries. Yet, even in this desolate space, Ruth felt an inexplicable sensation that she wasn’t truly alone. An unseen presence lingered just beyond her perception, a ghostly shadow.
Gathering her resolve, she cautiously stood up, her fingers brushing the delicate lace of her wedding dress, confirming its familiarity. While she didn't seem to bear any physical harm, her shoes had mysteriously disappeared, leaving her feet cold and vulnerable against the intangible surface.
“Hello? Can anyone hear me?” Her plea hung in the air, echoing with a melodic sadness. Taking a deep, steadying breath, she was about to venture into the vast emptiness when her gaze latched onto a distant silhouette. 
There, shrouded in layers of obsidian cloaks and fabric, stood a figure—tall, imposing, yet oddly magnetic. Its form seemed to pulse with a soft luminescence, casting a gentle glow that beckoned her. The mere sight of the figure, even though wrapped in mystery, soothed her racing heart. Somewhere deep down, Ruth felt that this entity held the key to her lingering questions.
Ruth's voice reverberated softly, “Shalom!” She extended her hand in an inviting gesture, her fingers dancing through the lingering emptiness.
The silhouette remained statuesque, not acknowledging her presence.
Lost in the vast chasm between hope and confusion, she said, “I’m not sure how I landed in this place, but your aura suggests you might know. Can you guide me out?” Pausing for a heartbeat, a sense of urgency edged her voice, “My husband's in the hospital. I need to reach him, to be sure he's okay.”
Yet, her plea seemed to hang unanswered in the void. As she ventured closer, trying to bridge the distance between them, the figure dissolved into nothingness.
“No, wait!” Ruth’s voice crescendoed, echoing the desperation in her heart. “You can’t abandon me here!”
Her heart thudding in her chest, she surged forward, clutching the soft white fabric of her wedding dress to avoid entanglement. Every step felt like a gamble on this seemingly solid yet ethereal ground. The haunting emptiness around her spurred her on, her only guide the fading image of the cloaked figure.
Somewhere deep inside, a voice whispered hope, urging her to trust the solidity beneath her sprinting feet, praying it wouldn’t betray her.
Miraculously, her surroundings began to morph. The encompassing void gave way to a more defined space. Suddenly, she found herself enveloped by towering walls, reminiscent of an ancient maze. The passage ahead was narrow, its walls seemingly stretching endlessly into the sky, swallowed by an abyss above. The newfound clarity of her surroundings wasn't as comforting as she had hoped, especially when she realized the mysterious figure had eluded her once more.
“I know I saw you,” Ruth whispered to the unyielding walls, her voice carrying a mixture of determination and vulnerability. “Out there, in the shadows. Can't you show yourself? I'm lost, and I could really use help right now.”
Yet the silent walls offered no solace, no answer. Only her own voice, echoing back, reminding her of her solitude.
The eerie silence wrapped around her, amplifying the urgency pounding in her chest. Inhaling deeply, she summoned her inner reservoir of strength and began navigating the labyrinthine passage. Each decision--to turn left or right, continue straight, or retrace her steps--felt like a gamble. The dead ends were cruel, and the stretches that seemed unending, even crueler. 
Endlessly, uniformly gray, the stones beneath her feet and the towering walls on either side seemed to be her only constants.
Could the maze be a manifestation of her own bewildered psyche? Ruth halted, musing over this thought. Was it possible that she had walked past the exit in her disoriented state? 
Taking a moment to ground herself, she decided on a new approach: she would not wander aimlessly but actively seek an escape. With renewed determination, Ruth turned to retrace her steps, only to find the passage she had been navigating now opened onto a vast, unfamiliar landscape. Illuminated at the distant horizon was the elusive figure, now discernible in the hazy light.
It appeared masculine, one hand outstretched in a silent summons.
Desperate for connection, she called out, "Can you hear me?" first in fluent Hebrew and then, hesitantly, in Arabic.
Met with silence, she half-joked to herself about the likely rustiness of her Arabic--Abba would scold her for that! Taking a tentative step forward, she ventured, "Can you at least nod if you understand?"
But the figure remained impassive, simply beckoning her. Ruth felt a pull toward him, even though communication was proving to be a challenge. She only knew those two languages. Her father's snippets of Yiddish lessons and her teenage dabbling in English profanities wouldn't help her now.
Drawn irresistibly forward, the once towering walls of the maze began to recede, transforming to mere waist-height barriers. The strangeness of it all sent shivers down her spine. “Are you here to guide me?”
From this proximity, the figure resembled a character out of a gothic tale—a dark, shrouded reaper. Yet, against all logic, Ruth wasn’t repelled or frightened. When he extended his hand, it felt surprisingly warm, alive, and human. Without a spoken word, he led her on.
Suddenly, the firm ground beneath them seemed to liquefy, and they were walking on water—a serene expanse that reflected the pale light from above. Mesmerized, Ruth glanced downward, the undulating water beneath their feet shimmering like a liquid mirror, and then upward, wonder widening her eyes.
Everywhere she looked, a surreal tableau painted itself in varying shades of gray. It was a world stripped of color, yet the scene was unmistakably familiar. The river, the dense canopy of trees, and looming above, the bridge.
“This place... I recognize it,” Ruth murmured, her voice tinged with confusion. “What is—”
Before she could finish, the cloaked figure vanished. A sudden warmth lingered on her palm, reminiscent of the man's touch, sending shivers down her spine.
“What’s happening?” Her voice quivered, barely above a whisper. A deafening roar echoed, followed by the chilling sound of metal contorting. Eyes widened, Ruth watched in horror as her newly acquired wedding car hurtled through the guardrails of the bridge, its trajectory casting a menacing shadow overhead.
A scream tore from her throat. As the vehicle plummeted toward the river, a splintering crash rang out. The serene surface she had been treading on cracked beneath her feet, pulling her into its depths just as the car sank. Glimpsing her own face behind the wheel—a face with lifeless silvery eyes staring into oblivion—Ruth was consumed by the rushing current. Before the sheer enormity of the scene could fully register, the abyss greedily devoured her, only to regurgitate her, flailing, in the living room of Asher's residence.
Drained of all color, the room held a spectral quality. Ruth, drenched and gasping for breath, sat on the floor, a puddle forming around her. The muffled sound of Asher’s footsteps echoed as he navigated the growing pool of water.
“Ready, Ruth?” His voice was distant, disembodied.
“Asher!” Relief surged within her as she sprung up, desperate for his embrace. “You're okay!” But her hands met nothingness. A chilling realization dawned. “What's happening?”
Her double materialized once again, gifting her with a smile—a memory from their third date. They were at his place, with Ruth changing for their movie outing.
“You look beautiful,” Asher complimented, moving to plant a kiss. But fate had a different plan. He collapsed, lifeless, with her doppelganger following suit.
Horror-stricken, Ruth stumbled backward. “What's going on? Why is this happening?”
She collided with a solid warmth. Whirling around, she found herself peering into the depths of the hooded figure's cloak. To her surprise, a striking man with chiseled features, raven-black hair, and piercing dark eyes met her gaze.
His fingers gently caressed her shoulder, while his other hand rose, silencing her with a gesture.
Overwhelmed, yet still seeking answers, Ruth whispered, “Please, I don't understand any of this. How did I end up here?”
He responded with a heavy, contemplative silence.
“The car accident—it wasn’t real, was it? Because if it was, I’d be gone now. I just—I can’t recall that moment.” Frustration bubbled as she tugged at her hair, inadvertently placing strands between her teeth. “Yet, when I saw the crash, it felt so visceral, like I was behind the wheel.”
The mysterious man receded, replaced by an ever-evolving swirl of misty memories. Images of Tovah’s radiant smile, her father's pleading eyes, the mournful day they buried Tovah's mother, and Asher—his face dominated her memories.
As the fog thickened, it veiled the man once more. Panicking, Ruth lunged into the billowing mist. It enveloped her, then propelled her with force akin to a push, yet devoid of pain. Even so, she screamed out, terror filling her. She felt as if she were being catapulted upward, only to crash down, finding herself lying flat, staring into the overcast expanse above.
Dizziness overwhelmed her, prompting her to shut her eyes.
“Ruth,” Asher’s familiar voice whispered, a mere echo from the past. “Shouldn’t we head home? Looks like rain. I know how you love stormy days, but I’m not in the mood to get drenched. And we need to pick Tovah up.”
His voice stirred a memory, but Ruth's response seemed lost, a mere whisper in the wind.
Unfazed, Asher carried on, “If you'd like, I can go get her. That way you can stay a bit longer in the park. It wouldn’t be right to let her stand in the rain.”
That memory surfaced. Ruth recalled relenting, but her hesitance had led to them all getting drenched. Tovah's drenched school uniform had clung to her, making her resemble a forlorn puppy.
And Asher—always the compassionate soul—had draped his jacket over Tovah, cradling her as they navigated the waterlogged streets.
Ruth's lips turned upward, the memory warming her.
Asher's voice, tinged with playful exasperation, emerged again. “So, you're joining me?” Followed by his heartwarming chuckle. “Alright, come on then.”
Drops caressed Ruth's face.
“It’s time to leave.”
The phrase warped, echoed.
It's time to leave.
It wasn’t uttered aloud. It was a thought. And it wasn’t rain. These were her own tears.
Reality fragmented once more, this time shattering like fragile glass. Ruth's knees buckled beneath her as she crumbled to the ground, engulfing her face in her hands. A primitive whimper escaped her lips, as she tried, in vain, to deny the undeniable.
But once epiphanies dawned, they were irreversible. And Ruth faced a chilling revelation.
She'd died when she drove off that bridge.
And this was Sheol.




9
[image: image-placeholder]







Animal Healing


She didn’t know how long she laid there, staring up at the nothing above. The vast expanse reminded her of the ancient Jewish concept of Sheol, the shadowy place of the dead where souls awaited their fate. Ruth did know that the tears stopped at some point. And when they stopped, it felt like something inside of her had been touched by a divine presence. Maybe not knit back together exactly, but perhaps soothed, much like the comforting rituals of her faith. 
With animals, Quick-Stop could help clot a wound quickly, and it felt almost like someone had applied that to Ruth’s fragmented soul.
I just want to go home, she thought. But instead, there was a great lurch, as though the very fabric of this realm responded to her desires. Ruth sat up, startled, and found herself face-to-face with the spitting image of the home that she and Asher had purchased together, planning to move in after their wedding.
It bore resemblance to the modern two-floor building, only now it was more ancient. The walls, reminiscent of Old Jerusalem, were of stone. The second floor, reminiscent of a traditional sukkah, allowed for a rooftop garden. But this garden was more hellish than heavenly; Venus fly traps, prickly vines, and the alluring but deadly nightshade berries.
It was the only vibrant hue in this monochromatic realm.
With her Jewish upbringing, Ruth recognized elements of Sheol and perhaps even Gehinnom, the place of purification. But she wasn’t ready to label this as Hell.
As she approached the house, the entrance beckoned her. No need for a mezuzah kiss or a knock, the door simply opened, revealing the hooded man within.
“You!” she exclaimed, her heart racing with memories of old Yiddish tales of spirits and dybbuks. Ruth paused, half-expecting the house to dissolve like a mirage in the Negev desert. But it remained, a testament to a semblance of permanence in this ephemeral realm.
“Shalom,” the figure greeted, revealing his face as he pushed back the hood. “Welcome, Ruth Abadi.”
“Ruth Levi,” she corrected him. “Who are you?”
“I am Jeremiah,” said the man, his name echoing the ancient prophets of her faith. “Consider me your spirit guide in this realm, akin to the Malach HaMavet, the Angel of Death. But I am here to guide, not to harm.”
“My reaper?” The term jolted her, reminding her of the foreboding tales her bubbe would recount from the shtetl; stories laced with omens and otherworldly beings. Her defensive posture gave way to a more contemplative stance, arms folded protectively over her chest.
The house's interior mirrored the one she and Asher had so eagerly planned for, albeit with a more somber and subdued palette. Rich maroons and regal purples took the place of the more cheerful hues they had chosen. A fireplace roared to life, its flames casting dancing shadows, yet oddly devoid of smoke, much like the eternal flame, the ner tamid, hanging in every synagogue.
“I’m Ruth Levi,” she reaffirmed, clinging to the identity she had recently embraced. "I'm married." Memories of her wedding day flooded her. That day, they had been tied together by love, and destiny, and in death, their souls remained intertwined. 
She took a deep, grounding breath. “Is Asher here?”
Jeremiah, with his prophet-like name, regarded her silently for a moment. “There is no one here but us.”
Ruth's heart ached. “He's in Shamayim, isn’t he? And I...I’m in Sheol, aren't I? This is where I've ended up because of my actions. I remember what our rabbi taught about the afterlife, about Sheol and its shadows, about Shamayim and its eternal peace.”
While Judaism did not have a conventional concept of Hell, Ruth couldn't help but feel she was in her own personal Gehinnom, a realm of retribution and purification. If Asher's soul had ascended to a higher plane, leaving her behind, it was a torment unlike any other.
Jeremiah's gaze remained inscrutable. "Your perception is influenced by your beliefs and emotions," he intoned. "In this in-between, the surroundings manifest based on the state of your soul and your deepest convictions."
Ruth's gaze flitted to the eerily comforting fireplace. "So, this house, it's a reflection of my desires?"
He nodded. "Your soul yearned for something familiar, a semblance of home."
She remembered the landscapes she had witnessed before arriving here. “And everything I experienced before...?”
“A soul's journey to understanding is fraught with confusion and revelations. Your mind attempted to process the liminal space you transitioned through.”
Guided by his gentle grasp, Ruth found herself moving deeper into the house, the surreal ambiance enveloping her. As they reached the living room, she noticed the warmth missing from the fire. It was ambient, neutral. Jeremiah gestured to the couch, its design uncannily familiar to the one she and Asher had chosen for their home.
The cushions on the couch were not the pristine white she had remembered, but a rich, velvety crimson that contrasted starkly with the dark leather. Ruth picked up a plush pillow, feeling the soft, luxurious fabric beneath her fingertips as she clutched it to her chest, seeking solace in its familiar form. "If I'm in Hell, does that mean I'll never see Asher again?"
Jeremiah's gaze was steady, unyielding. "Asher is not present here," he replied, the weight of his words lingering in the air.
Ruth's eyes, misty and shadowed with pain, searched his for answers. "But that suggests he's in Heaven, doesn't it?"
"In this realm, each soul resides in its own sanctuary, shaped by memories and emotions," Jeremiah began. "Upon death, souls are granted a period of isolation, allowing them to find their own equilibrium without external influences."
Ruth's posture stiffened, determination shining in her eyes. "That doesn't answer my question," she pressed, the faint ember of hope reigniting within her.
Deep inside, Ruth held an unshakable belief in Asher's inherent goodness. His kindness, his generosity, his pure heart--they were all undeniable. And while she was painfully aware of the implications of her own demise, she clung to the hope of a possible reunion.
Jeremiah's voice cut through her reverie. "There's a brighter aura about you."
She blinked, disoriented. "What?"
He stood there, emanating a calm strength, hand extended toward her. "You appear more at peace. Is it comforting to think that Asher's essence still lingers, even if you're not united?"
"It does," Ruth whispered, placing her trembling hand in his. His grip was reassuring, warm, like an anchor in a tempestuous sea. Perhaps, in his own way, he was trying to console her.
Jeremiah's hum was contemplative, his face an enigma. After a few moments of silence, he cleared his throat gently. "This dwelling... it holds significance to you."
Ruth nodded, a bittersweet smile tugging at her lips. "It's the home Asher and I were moving into." Her voice wavered, the nascent joy she had felt vanishing just as quickly as it had come.
Watching her, Jeremiah's expression softened, revealing a hint of empathy, yet he remained silent.
Ruth's words flowed like a river, each sentence drawing her deeper into the mire of her grief. “I'd imagined we'd settle here right after the vows were exchanged. But Asher—” The weight of her emotions choked her voice. Tears, shimmering like dewdrops, trailed down her cheeks. “I was blindsided. I had no idea he was unwell.”
“Was he, though?”
“The medical team mentioned cancer. Or at least, that he was on the brink of it. But reflecting on it now, it doesn’t quite make sense. I'm not sure,” Ruth conceded, her voice quivering. “I couldn’t bear to remain there and hear more. It was too much.”
“You often leap before you look,” Jeremiah remarked gently.
A watery chuckle escaped Ruth’s lips. “Abba used to caution me about that very trait. It used to irk him. But it wasn't that I wasn’t attentive. It was just... I had my own convictions.”
Much like her decision about the bird tattoo.
Abba, in his traditional ways and strong faith, revered the body as sacrosanct, implying that neither piercings nor tattoos should mar its purity. Yet, Ruth, with her rebellious streak and thirst for autonomy, made a beeline to a tattoo studio the moment she turned sixteen, bypassing the need for parental approval.
Pierced ears.
An intricate avian tattoo.
“The physician's words... I couldn't handle them.” Her voice was laced with vulnerability.
Jeremiah took a measured step, his movement so graceful it felt choreographed. His hand, cool and reassuring, cradled the nape of Ruth's neck, exerting the gentlest pressure. That subtle gesture was all she needed to lean into him, seeking refuge against the rich fabric of his obsidian robe.
There was an aroma about him. Not the acrid burn of smoke, but something gentle, evoking nostalgia.
Could it be the sweetness of milk and honey, or perhaps the scent of her favorite bloom?
The comforting fragrance, combined with the overwhelming reality of her circumstances—her death, her self-inflicted damnation, and the widening chasm separating her from Asher—engulfed her entirely.
Ruth's dam of restraint broke, and she was consumed by a torrent of heart-wrenching sobs.
Throughout, Jeremiah remained a pillar of solace, cradling Ruth as she navigated the storm of her grief.
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Midnight Flicker


Tovah found herself anchored to the floor of her room, lighter in hand, thumb clicking it on and off. The flame sparked to life with a satisfying heat, before extinguishing into a cool nothingness. The digital clock on her nightstand taunted her with its almost-midnight glow. Sleep had become an elusive companion, especially since Ruth passed away.  
The hauntings were not confined to her waking hours.
Her dreams replayed the sequence—the bathroom, the wedding, the indescribable form she’d glimpsed right before Asher Levi drew his final breath. And oh, the emptiness that gnawed at her when she was told Ruth was no longer of this world.
She sat nestled in that cozy corner between her bed and the wall, too overwhelmed to dissect the maelstrom of emotions surging through her. Easier to get lost in the hypnotic click of the lighter, to let it lure her away from her tangled thoughts. 
Her father—Abba—would have disapproved heartily of her even possessing a lighter. In his worldview, these objects were tools, not toys; designed solely for igniting the stove or blessing the Sabbath candles. To own a lighter was a slippery slope, he warned, one that led down a dangerous path of vice. Like smoking.
But Asher Levi smoked, and according to Ruth, he was nothing short of perfection.
Was it really such a cardinal sin?
Her lips puckered into a slight frown. Tovah felt emptied of tears; she'd spent them all in these past grief-soaked days. What was left was an expansive abyss of misery, a place where sorrow thrived and light ceased to exist.
What if her lie about Asher smoking had set off a chain of events? What if that last cigarette was the catalyst for his suffering, the trigger that frightened him to death? She wished she could voice her tormenting thoughts, but that would be admitting to covering for Asher. And divulging secrets, even posthumously, felt like a betrayal.
With a frustrated huff, Tovah hurled the lighter away. It collided with the wall, recoiled, and skittered under the bed. "This is all so messed up!" she exclaimed to her empty room. 
Downstairs, Abba was absorbed in the solemn tradition of sitting sheva, a week-long mourning period. Tovah knew that if she were even a smidgen older, she would be expected to join him.
Instant regret washed over her the moment the lighter was out of sight. Ruth used to have these fits of impulsivity—so said Abba and the parade of visitors that ebbed and flowed through their lives. 
A man she'd never met once whispered, his words tinged with sad resignation, "Her temper was bound to catch up with her someday. Have you heard from her mother?"
To which Abba offered nothing but a silent shake of his head, devoid of any attempt to vindicate Ruth.
It had stirred something fierce in Tovah. A fury, yes, but also a stark reminder—she was expected to be the serene one, the obedient daughter. 
Throwing lighters did not fit that mold, particularly not when those lighters were lingering mementos from the departed.
She let out a low, mournful sound before easing herself onto all fours and then, lowering her upper body beneath the bed, her legs and derriere jutting out awkwardly as she reached to retrieve what she'd recklessly discarded.
The room swathed itself in darkness, a cloak of impenetrable black that seemed to grow even denser beneath the bed. Tovah's hand fumbled through the void, searching for the lighter. Finally, her fingers curled around its solid plastic exterior, an island of tangibility in an ocean of uncertainty. As she began to extricate herself from her confined hiding spot, something held her back. 
It wasn't physical, not really. It was as if her spine had frozen, an icy ripple coursing through her. A whisper of intuition told her she was being watched, scrutinized by something far from benign. With an audible squeal, she sank lower, pressing her belly against the underside of the bed.
A thirteen-year-old was far too large for this sanctuary, but then again, when had the rules of logic ever applied to fear?
She swallowed audibly, her throat constricting with a tension she couldn’t shake. 
You're safe, she tried to reassure herself. Your door's locked, your windows are secure. You're alone in this room.
Still, the foreboding clung to her, almost palpable in its intensity. In her mind's eye, she envisioned this malevolent entity scanning the room, incensed by her sudden disappearance from its view. 
Tovah held her breath, one hand stifling her mouth, the other clutching the lighter as if it were a talisman. Thoughts of Ruth, always so grounded, mingled with memories of Asher, unfailingly compassionate. If they were her guardian angels at this moment, nothing malevolent could touch her.
Right?
She clung to this belief with the fervor of a desperate prayer. Ruth had vowed to always look out for her, in this world or the next. Slowly, the chilling sensation seemed to recede. Even so, Tovah remained still, wary of some cruel ruse. In the end, she remained so motionless that sleep claimed her, not relinquishing its hold until morning light filtered through the windows.
Ahmed found her there, his voice a gentle melancholy as he said, "Oh, little one." He reached beneath the bed, pulling her into a world washed in the dawn's glow. If something had yearned for her the night before, it could've easily claimed her. But not Ahmed. Safely ensconced in his arms, she found herself unleashing a torrent of tears she hadn't known she'd had left.
"There you are," he hummed softly. "It's okay. I miss her too."
Tovah stammered, "Something was here last night, Abba."
His eyes locked onto hers, piercing in their intensity. "What do you mean?"
She averted her gaze, discomforted by the directness of eye contact. "I felt like I was being watched."
Ahmed's voice was a soothing balm. "Little one, nothing was in here. And if anything had been watching you, it would have been your sister's spirit, bidding you one last farewell."
But Tovah knew, deep within her, that the presence from the night before was no benevolent spirit--and certainly not Ruth. Whatever had watched her had been darker, far darker than anything her beloved sister could ever embody.
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Grounded in Gehinnom


“This is a sanctuary for you to find your equilibrium,” Jeremiah had explained with the gravity of a rabbi reciting ancient Talmudic wisdom. “A realm where you'll rediscover that even amidst the chaos, shalom—peace—is not only possible but within reach.” 
“Even in Gehinnom?” Ruth had asked, using the Jewish term for Hell.
Jeremiah's eyes met hers, and his mouth curved into a soft, enigmatic smile. It didn’t necessarily comfort her, nor did it strike fear into her soul, but the smile had a certain undeniable warmth. He was a strikingly handsome man.
And yet, this striking man had vanished the moment his words had dissipated into the air, leaving Ruth alone in a dwelling that could only be described as a hell house. 
The structure bore an uncanny resemblance to the home she had shared with Asher, but it was as if every cozy corner had been drenched in shadow. Some doors revealed nothing but impassable brick walls, while others swung open to expose yawning chasms that plummeted into the abyss. 
It was a labyrinth reminiscent of the one in Jewish lore, replete with malevolent angels, but this one was more unsettling because it was meant to be familiar—a spiritual grounding as enduring as the Torah, as nourishing as challah on Shabbat, as love itself.
But Ruth felt perpetually lost, like a wandering soul in a midrash that had no end.
Time had turned nebulous since Jeremiah's last visit, but the sharp pang of loneliness pulled her back to some semblance of reality. Just as she began to contemplate her solitude, she realized, she wasn’t truly alone.
There, at the end of a dimly lit corridor, stood a figure. 
Ruth strained her eyes in the murk. Pop! Overhead lights flickered to life, illuminating the mysterious presence.
A gasp slipped through her lips, joining the stifled air. “Asher!”
Her husband, miraculously, was there at the hallway's terminus. He was dressed exactly as he had been on their wedding day—his suit a vibrant shade of crimson, his shirt coal-black, and his buttons shimmering like golden Hanukkah gelt. Her face lit up, a brightness rivaling the Menorah.
“I missed you so desperately,” Ruth began, her bare feet stirring up forgotten dust as she advanced, her wedding gown swaying gently. It was tinged gray at the hem, a ghostly echo of its original purity. “How are you here?”
But Asher's eyes were focused elsewhere, riveted on a corridor veering to the right. His brow furrowed as if grappling with a complex piece of theological debate.
“Is this a dybbuk’s trick, or did you descend from Shamayim—Heaven—to find me?” Ruth inquired. Her heart swelled with the thought that he might have crossed spiritual planes for her. “You came because I’m lost, didn’t you?”
Finally, his gaze met hers. Something flickered in his eyes, like the first stars appearing at the onset of dusk. Then, as if spurred by an unseen force, he turned and bolted down the corridor. His footsteps echoed loudly, receding into the haunting silence of her perpetual maze.
Caught in a sudden rush of adrenaline and yearning, Ruth instinctively dashed after him.
“Asher, what are you doing? How did you come to be here?” Her voice reverberated through the maze-like halls, filled with desperation. “If you tell me, we might find a way out of this forsaken place together! I implore you, please!”
But Asher was unyielding, vanishing around a corner and ascending a stairway carved from dark, thunderstruck marble, white veins zigzagging through its depths like kabbalistic symbols. Ruth halted at the staircase's summit, her lungs clamoring for air. The beginnings of tears clouded her vision, pooling at the brim of her eyes.
“Why are you tunning from me?” Her words echoed within the confined stairwell, reverberating like a mournful nigun—a lament—sung during Tisha B'Av. Tentatively, she descended one step. The marble felt so bitingly cold under her foot, it was as though she had stepped onto an Arctic sheet of ice.
Just as she moved, Asher reached the base of the stairs. He glanced back over his shoulder, his face paler than she remembered, devoid of its former warmth. His eyes held an unsettling look, but before Ruth could discern what it meant, he vanished into thin air.
His disappearance galvanized her. Ignoring the icy cold that seeped into her feet from the freezing marble, she dashed down the stairs. Each step was like an icy brand against her flesh, leaving her feet red and raw by the time she reached the bottom; they were blistered and tinged with blood. 
Bloody footprints stained the marble in her wake. Leaning against the wall for support, Ruth steadied herself. Her cheeks were wet with tears—tears born of physical pain, but also of the fresh wound of Asher's second loss. 
I don't get it, she agonized internally. Why would he run away now? He must have been bound by a higher command, maybe a celestial clock ticking away the seconds he could remain in this Gehinnom. Perhaps he had only minutes to return to the heavenly realms.
It was the only explanation that made any sense.
Ruth walked over to the spot where Asher had vanished, half-expecting to find a single white feather—perhaps a remnant of the angelic wings she had envisioned him having in the afterlife. Unsurprisingly, there was nothing, but her hope remained untarnished.
And it did little to quell the burgeoning hope within her soul, ignited by one undeniable fact: Asher had sought her out, crossing the borders of Heaven and Hell to find her. 
That had to signify something. It must signify something.
It did signify something.
Her fingers tightened into fists at her sides, each one like a small bundle of hope. The conflicting emotions within her—both despair and a newfound hope—intensified her resolve to reunite with Asher, one way or another.
"I have to find Jeremiah," Ruth resolved, her thoughts taking on a newfound urgency. The idea of retracing her steps back up those icy stairs with her blistered feet was unfathomable. Instead, she carried on through the long, corridor adorned with framed pictures. They were captured moments from her previous life—snapshots of joy and sorrow, each a haunting reminder of what had been taken from her.
With every step, the pain in her feet sharpened into a pulsing throb. Soon, it became apparent that she couldn't navigate the labyrinthine expanse of the house like this. She needed medical supplies, even if rudimentary, to treat her feet. 
Forging ahead, Ruth ascended another staircase, this one made of solid black marble that offered no betrayal of temperature. She opened a door, expecting to find the solace of a bathroom. Instead, she emerged into an unsettling rooftop garden—a dark, surreal rendition of an English garden, each plant perfectly arranged, yet seemingly nefarious in its intent. 
Various deadly plants occupied this high-altitude sanctuary. Nightshade, water hemlock, white snakeroot, and rosary pea, all accompanied by tags inscribed with their names in delicate, elegant handwriting. Among them, Persian cyclamen, poppy anemone, golden dracaena, and Persian buttercup swelled in vibrant clusters, their toxicity a hidden secret. Even the Venus fly trap on a twisted stalk seemed to watch her, pivoting as she limped through the intricate stonework.
At the far edge of this rooftop Eden was a bench, sculpted from white stone. Its design was akin to something one would find in a cemetery—somber yet graceful. Gingerly lifting her tattered gown, Ruth sat, her gaze extending beyond the garden into an impenetrable void of blackness stretching out in front of her. 
And that's when it struck her—a fresh quandary emerged. The paradox of the garden was not lost on her: it was as beautiful as it was lethal, much like the netherworld she found herself in. Was this place a sanctuary or another layer of her torment? Could she find solace among deathly flora? And more critically, if the house was to serve as her grounding, what did it mean that her most peaceful place within it was also the most deadly? 
The questions loomed in her mind, mingling with thoughts of Jeremiah, Asher, and the enigma that her afterlife had become. Ruth looked back at the spectral garden, its complex beauty a mirror of her own complicated fate. It seemed, she realized, that even in Gehinom, there were layers of ambiguity she had yet to unravel.
Even if she managed to bandage her wounded feet and set out again to find Jeremiah, the question lingered: how could she ever locate him in this sprawling house of nightmares? Before her eyes, nothing but boundless darkness stretched out, interrupted only by the far-off silhouette of a stone labyrinth. Intriguingly, a gate now obstructed its entrance, as if forbidding her another round of torment within its walls.
Had she been barred because she had accepted her own death?
Perplexed, Ruth's features tightened into a frown. She had no visible path to tread upon, no clear direction to follow.
However, as she sat brooding on her carved stone bench, something astonishing unfolded. A path, obscured initially, began to materialize. It wasn't fashioned from stone or gravel, but from an effusion of oleander flowers. In an otherwise monochrome world, bursts of white, pink, and red emanated life and hue.
The floral trail veered away from the house, beckoning her to follow. Surprisingly, when Ruth stood, she realized her feet had healed—the cold burns and emerging frostbite had mysteriously vanished. Taking careful steps, she approached the garden's edge and nearly stumbled over the rooftop's precipice.
"Incredible!" Ruth couldn't help but exclaim aloud, although no one was there to witness her joy. "Look at this!"
There was a euphoric quality to her voice, even in the absence of an audience. The path was not just a way out—it was immaculately designed, either to be strolled upon or alongside. The idea of crushing those delicate blossoms underfoot seemed sacrilegious, but the path seemed intended for her footsteps.
A new surge of hope ignited within her, brighter and more potent than any that had come before. All she needed to do now was navigate her way back downstairs and through the front door, a task that suddenly seemed manageable. Ruth was confident she could do it, buoyed by this unexpected sign—a path of blooms in a realm where nothing was supposed to flourish.
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Poisonous Garden


Navigating her way through a landscape of perilous beauty, Ruth finally reached the front door. When she stepped outside, what greeted her was an ethereal garden. True, the flora consisted of poisonous plants, and yes, the angel statues wept trails of dark blood. But even in such a grim tableau, there was a haunting elegance that caught Ruth's eye. 
The sky above mirrored her complicated emotions—a murky blend of gray and black, with slivers of pale yellow light breaking through to dapple the earth beneath. Ruth had always been drawn to the brooding grandeur of stormy skies; they felt like a Talmudic passage, intricate and layered, that she could lose herself in.
Opening her palm toward the heavens, she half-expected rain to fall. But not a single droplet obliged. Her fingers curled inward, almost in a subconscious nod to the Jewish concept of 'Gesher Tzar Me'od,' the narrow bridge of life that one must navigate with courage. "No rain, then," she murmured, a wistful smile spreading across her face. "The clouds are enough."
She began her trek down the winding path. Along the way, her eyes fell upon a massive wrought-iron fence that had materialized, each corner crowned with twisted metal angels. Their wings had been removed, their feathers intricately woven into the ironwork like a morbid piece of art. 
A heart-shaped padlock hung from the imposing gate. Panic momentarily clawed at Ruth; she hadn't seen any keys in the labyrinthine mansion she'd just exited. But before her anxiety could fully bloom, an unusual plant beside the gate caught her attention. Among the ferns unfurled a tall stalk, culminating in a black flower. As if waiting for her, the petals parted to reveal a brass key nestled within.
Ruth sighed, the key's appearance reminding her of the rabbinical teachings that even in the depths of Gehinnom, there is still the possibility for renewal. "Beauty persists, even here," she thought aloud. 
Unlocking the gate, she paused, then plucked the black flower, tucking it behind her ear. The scent was a mix of cleaning chemicals and a faint hint of orange, reminiscent of the sterile hospital where she'd lost Asher. It was an olfactory contradiction that she found oddly comforting.
Leaving the flower where it was, she began her journey down the path of oleanders, carefully walking beside them to avoid crushing their fragile beauty. A new hope ignited within her, as if propelled by the eternal flicker of a menorah. She felt like Sarah traversing the desert, determined and focused.
"Jeremiah!" she called out, noticing a structure looming in the distance. It took some time to reach it, and when she did, the discovery was unsettling. A rusty merry-go-round stood before her. Its horses were monstrous—copper oxidation giving them a hellish appearance. Their eyes blinked, and from their mouths came sounds, as though they were in torment.
Though confronted with this new absurdity, Ruth's conviction didn't waver. If anything, the bizarre carousel seemed to affirm the importance of her quest. Someone had to be controlling these strings, and she was hell-bent on finding out who—or what—that was.
The horses' tortured movements and anguished cries were like an aria of sorrow echoing in the air. Their heads tossed as if fighting invisible reins, and their voices croaked out in a pitiful cacophony. 
"Heaven must weep for this," Ruth murmured, her eyes brimming with empathy. She took a hesitant step toward the suffering creatures, a torrent of emotion threatening to spill over. Just as she moved, a firm, warm hand found its place on her shoulder, anchoring her. She turned to find Jeremiah's familiar face. 
"You can't alleviate their torment," Jeremiah advised, his words tinged with sorrow. "Their agony mirrors your own internal struggle. You must first free yourself through understanding." Gently, he reached out to sweep her hair from her mouth, his touch lingering for a moment longer than necessary.
"Understand what, exactly?" Ruth queried. Before Jeremiah could answer, she waved off her own question. "Wait, never mind that. I saw Asher."
Jeremiah's eyes sharpened, the corners of his mouth downturned. "Did you?"
"I'm convinced it was him."
"That likely means you yearned to see him deeply."
Ruth nodded vehemently. "From the moment I entered this—what did you call it? Hellscape?—I've been seeking him. He disappeared before I could find out if there's a way to ascend to Shamayim with him. Tell me, is such a journey possible?"
"It's feasible to escape your hellscape," Jeremiah offered, a statement that felt less like an answer and more like a puzzle piece.
Ruth absorbed his words. "Hellscape, then. That's the term?"
"For now," Jeremiah said cryptically. "Would you prefer a different name?"
Unable to ignore the disturbing wails from the tormented horses, Ruth cast them a lingering glance. "Can you make them stop?"
"I can't," Jeremiah admitted, "But I can lead you to a quieter space."
As if walking through a veil, Jeremiah's cloak enveloped her, guiding her away from the grotesque merry-go-round and the path of blossoming oleanders, deeper into an abyss of shadow. When they emerged, the silence was so profound it was as if they had stepped into a vacuum.
"Where are we?" Ruth's asked with awe.
Jeremiah gestured around them. "You're still in your scape. I've just helped you discover a pocket of tranquility. Desire, Ruth, is a potent force, even here."
Above them, the storm clouds brooded, seemingly on the verge of an emotional outburst. A muffled rumble of thunder taunted from a distance, yet the ground beneath them remained parched. Ruth felt a momentary pang. "Earlier, I was hurt."
"Ahh," Jeremiah hummed in acknowledgement, his eyes searching hers for a clue. The atmosphere thickened around them, like an expectant pause in a dark fable, where the next line could either be a promise or a premonition.
"But the wound healed," Ruth interjected, pulling Jeremiah from his reverie.
"And?" His brows lifted in a question.
"Shouldn't it not heal? I mean, this is Hell, isn't it? Aren't we all supposed to writhe in perpetual agony here?"
Jeremiah considered this, lifting a hand to stall Ruth's impatient prodding. "It's not that simple. The dynamics of this realm are intricate and multifaceted. I'm sifting through the nuances to share what's pertinent."
"You could just tell me everything."
"Then we'd be here for eternity."
Ruth arched an eyebrow. "Aren't I destined to spend that long here, anyway?"
A flirtatious glint flickered across Jeremiah's eyes. "You'd be content to while away eternity listening to my theological musings? How flattering."
Ruth felt a blush creep into her cheeks, unbidden. "Sorry."
"You needn't apologize," Jeremiah reassured her. "Your presence is a refreshing change from my usual company."
"Considering your other friends are nightmarish carousel horses, that's not a high bar." Ruth let out a soft, somewhat nervous laugh. As the words slipped through the air between them, she found herself swept away by the unsettling charm of her surroundings, almost forgetting her original line of questioning.
Jeremiah tenderly brushed her hair back from her face once more, pointing toward the now-visible path ahead. "Shall I escort you home?"
"I wish home was an option." 
He looked quizzical. "You don't think the house suits you?"
Ruth sidestepped his query. "Where do you reside, Jeremiah?"
His expression clouded for a moment.
"You've been absent since we left the house. Where were you?"
His countenance relaxed. "I've been here, safeguarding the perimeters of your domain."
"You mean this place has limits?"
"It's unending, yet bounded. Every end is but a segue to another beginning."
"For me?"
"For someone."
Ruth chuckled. "You have a talent for being cryptic."
Jeremiah grinned, his eyes meeting hers. "Shall we go?"
"Only if you come with me," Ruth said, extending her hand toward him.
For a moment, he stared at her open palm as if it were an artifact from a foreign land.
"Please? Even if it's just for a little while. I don't want to be alone," the vulnerability in her voice tugged at the air between them.
Jeremiah seemed to waver for a fraction of a second before something inside him gave way. His hand met hers, their fingers interlocking in a hold that felt both grounding and liberating.
"Thank you," Ruth whispered, her eyes gleaming.
Without another word, Jeremiah began guiding her down the shadowed path back to the hellhouse. Their walk was steeped in a profound quietude, yet the mere presence of the other made it infinitely less lonely.
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Name Beyond Life


 The texture of Eternity was a cosmic tapestry of endless possibilities, woven together with the iridescent threads of human imagination, cosmic law, and a dash of poetic irony. In this boundless expanse, humans penned names that belied its true essence: Sheol, Hell, Heaven, Gehenna, Hades, Elysium, Nirvana, Samsara, Bardo, the Underworld, and countless others. But for Jeremiah, it was always just Eternity—an enigmatic realm where time became an abstract concept and each soul was both a universe unto itself and an intrinsic part of the greater cosmic whole. 
And in this surreal landscape, he found himself walking beside a woman who had managed to transform her eternal dwelling into what could only be described as a lethal Eden.
"The garden's become more...assertive," Jeremiah observed, his hand enmeshed with Ruth's. Her skin was cool to the touch, but in this interlocking of hands, he felt a warmth he hadn't experienced in what felt like eons—something tangible and far more satisfying than the vague impressions left by wandering spirits.
"I noticed," Ruth admitted. "I was tending to the plants up there—" She gestured to the rooftop garden. "And suddenly, the oleanders just surged onto the path. By the time I reached this level, it was...this."
Jeremiah chuckled. "It even has a fountain now."
Ruth's eyes brightened like stars in an ink-black sky. "Oh, that's a recent addition!"
With her hand still clasped in his, she led him away from the cobblestone path that meandered toward the house. They tread over beds of clover that had sprung up unbidden, their feet almost floating above the spongy ground.
The fountain was an eclectic amalgamation. Its outer shell was constructed of gravestones, though the markers bore no epitaphs or names. Tiered in descending concentric circles, the fountain was crowned by yet another weeping-angel statue. Water cascaded from the angel's tear-brimmed eyes, flowing into the awaiting basin below, which was curiously filled not with coins but with hard candies often tossed at weddings.
"Wow," Ruth exhaled, her voice tinged with awe. She let go of Jeremiah's hand, circling the fountain three times. The number's mystical energy radiated from her, reverberating in the surrounding air before she returned to stand beside him.
Jeremiah felt a ripple in the realm's energy. "This is a new boundary you've created. But why?"
Her eyes met his, twinkling like constellations. "What do you mean?"
He pursed his lips, wrestling with an internal dilemma. As a reaper, he was charged with guiding souls toward self-discovery, but there were lines he couldn't cross, truths he couldn't prematurely unveil. The push-pull of his role was never as challenging as it was with Ruth.
"I mean, the fountain—the circle—it signifies something deeply meaningful to you, doesn't it?" Jeremiah finally said, settling for the vague guidance he'd become a master of.
Ruth looked down, a soft blush coloring her cheeks. "Well, I've had weddings on my mind recently. Perhaps that's why it manifested this way."
For Jeremiah, this statement hung in the air between them like a celestial note, reverberating with meanings not yet uncovered. The layers of this Eternity were as intricate as the souls it held, and in Ruth, he found a complexity that made the realm even more confounding, and infinitely more fascinating.
"It's a boundary, one that you've created. It signifies the commencement of something new, yet also safeguards something deeply cherished." His eyes rested on the eclectic fountain. "Tell me, why does this watery edifice hold such importance for you?"
Ruth lowered herself onto one of the nameless tombstones encircling the fountain. Her white dress spilled around her like a cascade of moonlight, and her dark hair rested over her shoulders like a soft, shadowy halo. "There's a fountain in a park near where I live. My husband used to take me there all the time."
Asher Levi.
Jeremiah exhaled softly. Somehow, he knew it would be Asher. Ruth's existence in this realm, particularly in these initial stages, would be profoundly colored by her intense love for the man, along with her undeniable resolve to reunite with him—consequences be damned.
"Did the fountain bring you joy?" Jeremiah queried.
"Oh, absolutely," Ruth responded, her voice tinted with a certain wistful nostalgia. "We would sit there, watching the crows, observing life unfold around us. There was this one summer day, Asher prepared a picnic. A young girl had lost her way, and he invited her to join us for a sandwich while we waited for her parents."
"How altruistic," Jeremiah remarked, his voice edged with a touch of irony.
Ruth's eyes softened. "He was. Asher was the kindest human being I've ever had the privilege to know." A sudden realization washed over her face. "Not to imply you're unkind, Jeremiah. I didn’t mean—"
"I'm not a man. Not in the human sense," he said, waving his hand as though brushing aside her concern. "Don't worry about it."
"So, you referred to yourself as a reaper once. Like the Grim Reaper? In kids' stories?" Ruth inquired.
Jeremiah leaned back, raising his chin slightly. "The Grim Reaper is a manifestation of human imagination, but yes, it was inspired by beings like me."
"Do you carry a scythe?"
Jeremiah had to pause. He couldn't discern whether Ruth was being facetious or genuinely curious. Choosing to treat the question as a sincere inquiry—mainly because there were far too many things he couldn't divulge outright—he decided to reply.
"I do, on occasion," he confirmed. "But it's not as essential as it once was. Times have changed. People are becoming increasingly attuned to the idea of death, and to the mysteries of what lies beyond."
"And what about those who are still naive to it? Like children?" Ruth's eyes sought his, radiating innocence mingled with curiosity.
His robe's hem subtly grazed her knee as he stood beside her, embodying a presence both ethereal and oddly comforting. "The scythe aids us in severing the earthly ties that bind them, allowing their souls a smoother transition. It prevents them from getting caught in a perpetual state of torment between realms."
In that moment, standing beside Ruth, amid tombstones and essence-filled fountains, Jeremiah realized he'd stumbled upon a boundary of his own—one that separated the eternal complexities of his existence from the fleeting but profound encounters with human souls. And Ruth, with her sincere questions and sentimental ties to earthly fountains, had just made that boundary a little more permeable.
"The maze?" Ruth's eyes widened, reflecting her struggle to grasp the intricacies of this new realm.
Jeremiah nodded, choosing his words with meticulous care. "If a child is too uninformed, too innocent, they find themselves ensnared in the labyrinth of the maze—trapped by the weight of their own life's threads. We sever those threads, and then, the child can move on."
"Does that mean that everyone goes through that maze, even if they're not bound for Gehinom?" 
He sensed it again—her thoughts drifting to Asher. The ambient light seemed to acquire a warmer, softer quality whenever her husband entered the conversation, as if he were a sun she was constantly orbiting.
"Everyone experiences the maze," Jeremiah confirmed, his voice a controlled, measured cadence. "I've spent more time with you than I typically would. It's time for me to go."
Just as he began to turn away, Ruth sprang to her feet, her eyes wellsprings of raw fear. "You can't leave yet!"
The tilt of his head invited her explanation.
"I—I don't want to be alone," she stammered, her voice fraying at the edges. "This place, Jeremiah—it's so overwhelmingly dark. And the house...it’s like a living nightmare. It morphs and mutates to torment me. The searing pain on my feet from the stairs was unbearable, but it’s been more—splinters on every surface I touch, shards of broken glass strewn across the kitchen floor. I'm terrified."
Jeremiah leaned in, his fingertips lightly grazing her cheek as if trying to absorb some of her terror. "Fear has no dominion here unless you allow it. Seek solace within these walls, Ruth. You have no other choice."
"I want to leave," she whispered, almost as if saying it too loudly would shatter her fragile world.
"You can't," he asserted, his voice a somber note of finality.
"Ever?" Her question hung in the air, weighted with a multitude of unspoken anxieties.
He chose to sidestep those landmines of potential answers. "Concentrate on finding your sanctuary here," he advised, "and when you do, you can ask more questions."
Without waiting for her to probe any further, Jeremiah vanished into the ether, his absence palpable. All he could hope was that Ruth would soon find a way to stabilize her surroundings, imbuing them with a semblance of comfort in a world unmoored by the rules of time and space.
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Somber Carnival


The next time Ruth managed to locate Jeremiah, three days had unfurled in an endless tapestry of solitude. He was stationed beside a merry-go-round—only now, it was part of a sprawling, dilapidated amusement park. Rusty, twisted fencing enclosed the desolate scene, sectioning it off from the rest of this otherworldly realm. The creepy carousel no longer emitted its shrill screams but instead wept, its rust-colored tears forming a stagnant puddle at its base. 
"I don't understand." Ruth's eyes roamed over the unsettling tableau. "Why does something new always materialize?"
Jeremiah, looking as perplexed as he sounded, returned her question with one of his own. "Why an amusement park?"
"What do you mean?"
"You've never been to one, have you?" His gesture encompassed the eerie landscape—roller coasters without laughter, a maze house without mirrors, a bumper car arena without collisions, all silent and devoid of life. It was an amusement park frozen in a ghostly stasis.
Ruth shook her head. "No, I haven't."
His eyes narrowed slightly, as if her answer disconcerted him. Given that she was about to seek his guidance, unsettling him probably wasn't wise.
The implication was there, hovering in the stagnant air between them—the amusement park had materialized because of something connected to her own life. He had made a similar comment about the fountain. Biting a strand of her hair, she felt it snag between her teeth as she pondered.
"It's not about me, it's about Tovah," Ruth finally broke the silence. "She always wanted to go to one. She saw it in a movie and thought it looked like paradise. But with the noise, the crowds, the blinding lights—I knew she couldn't handle it. So, I always put it off, telling her we'd go when she was older."
She moved closer to the corroded fence, her fingers curling around its jagged edges, feeling the rust ingraining itself into her skin. "I thought as she matured, she'd develop coping mechanisms. I guess we'll never get the chance to find out now, will we?" She ran her tongue over her teeth. "So is this amusement park here to mock me?"
Jeremiah approached and slid an arm around her shoulders. The contact was unexpectedly warm, a tactile balm to her aching soul. She leaned into his embrace, her body hungry for the simplest form of human comfort.
He gestured toward the fence. "It seems you've set a boundary here. I take it you're not planning on crossing it?"
"I could climb it," Ruth mused.
"Will you?" His voice lifted with anticipation.
After a moment's thought, she shook her head. "I've never been much for climbing. And I didn't come here for a daredevil act."
"What did you come for, then?" Jeremiah questioned, although his tone dripped with a knowing sentiment, as if he already had an inkling of what her answer would be.
“You mentioned boundaries earlier,” Ruth said, her fingers lightly dancing up to touch the strands of her own hair. “I wanted to see mine. The one that you patrol.”
Jeremiah’s arm slid away from her shoulder as he turned to face her, a veil of concern shadowing his eyes. “Why this sudden curiosity?”
“I need to see the outer edges of my own personal nightmare,” she confessed, clutching a lock of her hair so tightly it felt like a lifeline. “I need to find Asher.”
“That’s a dangerous endeavor.” Jeremiah’s eyes locked onto hers, his gaze almost piercing through her resolve. “I patrol these boundaries for a reason, Ruth. Venturing beyond them in your current state is reckless.”
Her voice steadied, steel threading through her words. “I will risk recklessness if it brings me one step closer to Asher. Will you guide me to the boundary, or do I need to stumble my way there on my own?”
It was more a challenge than a question, a gamble, really. She had no compass for navigating this fractured reality, no signposts to guide her. But she was counting on Jeremiah to yield.
The reaper scrutinized her, weighing her determination. Finally, his hand reached out, its warmth caressing her cheek. “Please don't venture into this abyss alone.”
She shrugged off his touch. “So, are you coming with me or not?”
A burdened sigh escaped him. “Follow me.”
Their dialogue came to an abrupt halt after that, and Ruth sensed his reluctance like a weight. But his reservations were inconsequential; her mind was unflinchingly made up. As they progressed, the flowers beneath their feet withered away, the landscape twisting into something grotesque, as if nature itself was warping.
It seemed the world knew it should be generating flora, but had forgotten what flora should be. Plants morphed into monstrosities—malformed, miscolored, misproportioned. Soon, these abominations were no longer stationary but actively malevolent.
Vines with eyes and teeth emerged, slithering through the undergrowth like serpents on a predatory prowl. Ruth instinctively pressed herself closer to Jeremiah, her body seeking the sanctuary of his cloak. “What is happening here?”
“This is the borderland of your personal domain,” he explained. “It’s a realm you haven’t yet made peace with.”
“Made peace with what?”
“With any of it,” he answered, extending his arm to encompass the terrifying scene. “Look at this, Ruth. Really look. Let it sink in.”
“It’s a nightmare.” She clung to Jeremiah, her arm threading through his as she sought refuge in the folds of his dark cloak. “Every inch of it is unsettling, terrifying. I can’t bear it.”
A guttural snarl ruptured the silence, echoing through this twisted realm—neither a garden nor a forest, but a jungle woven from the threads of terror. Ruth's imagination catapulted into overdrive, assembling a rogues' gallery of demonic creatures capable of emitting such an ominous growl. Just how many entities could sound like the devil incarnate?
"Focus," Jeremiah's voice cut through her spiraling thoughts like a lifeline.
Startled, she pivoted toward him. They had paused at some indiscernible point along this chaotic trail.
"It's not too late to retrace our steps," he offered, his voice carrying an undertone of entreaty.
"I'm not retreating," Ruth asserted. "I need to find Asher."
With a sigh tinged with defeat, Jeremiah silently consented to proceed.
But then the jungle of her nightmares dissolved, its confines replaced by a cityscape that made her senses tingle with an unsettling feeling of disjointedness. "We're no longer in my hellscape, are we?" she questioned, her voice tinged with anxiety.
Jeremiah offered no response. He had vanished.
Ruth's pulse quickened. "Jeremiah?" she called out into the void, but her plea for an answer returned unanswered. Alone and disoriented, she forced herself to refocus. To navigate through this alien mindscape, she had to find Asher. 
The city was a strange blend of broken and thriving—apartment blocks with shattered windows stood beside gaudy casinos, while cars, most of them totaled, littered the streets. As she concentrated on the singular goal of finding Asher, the city started to respond, guiding her with intangible tugs to turn left or right. Gradually, these tugs materialized into a thread of light, pulling her deeper into the urban labyrinth.
The ethereal strand led her to a garish casino, a monument to human excess. Two voluptuous, nude women beckoned patrons from its front, their skin marked with unsettling words and tallies, yet their faces eerily void of emotion.
For the first time, Ruth realized this world was far from the desolate landscape she had become accustomed to. Through the open doors of the casino, she glimpsed other souls—some engrossed in slot machines as if magnetically attached, others resembling the nude women, aimlessly sauntering with tallies on their skin and emptiness in their eyes.
She stepped back, suddenly engulfed by an overwhelming sensation of being observed, not by the emotionless women flaunting themselves, but by something else—something malevolent. It was as though unseen eyes were dissecting her very being, their gaze piercing through her, leaving her feeling as vulnerable as a specimen under a microscope. Her blood seemed to freeze in her veins, her stomach knotting up in icy dread.
The light hadn’t actually been guiding her toward the casino; she realized that now. Lost in the maze of someone else's twisted desires, she had nearly been ensnared by them. Whoever inhabited this realm had sensed her, an intruder in their personal damnation.
Whirling around, Ruth retraced her steps, her pace quickening into a sprint. Her focus splintered, and the guiding light flickered before vanishing altogether.
She was being pursued.
Her heart pounding like a frenzied drum, Ruth raced through the desolate streets. Her palms slapped against the sides of abandoned vehicles as she used them for momentum, propelling herself faster, ever faster. A rising tide of panic washed over her, leaving her feeling as defenseless as a vulnerable lamb.
And something was playing the wolf. Growls erupted from behind her, echoed by others coming from different directions. She stopped abruptly, spinning to confront the approaching menace—massive canines, hellhounds born of nightmare and dark magic. Their shaggy, coal-black fur seemed almost woven from shadows, their fangs dripping with viscous, bloody saliva.
Ruth's scream shattered the silence. Almost as if in response, the light returned, forming a protective circle around her. “Get away from me!” she yelled, her hands pressed against her face.
One hound let out a chilling howl while another lunged at her, jaws gaping. But before it could make contact, the encircling light solidified into a barrier, a cylindrical shield. It was as though she was enveloped in an embrace, wrapped in the warmth of unconditional love.
When the light dissolved, she found herself standing in her kitchen—inside her own hellish dwelling. Her knees buckled and she sank to the floor, sobbing, a quivering heap on the cold tile. Her ears still reverberated with the distant baying of the hellhounds; a haunting sound that would forever linger at the edge of her consciousness.
Yet she wasn’t alone.
The creak of a floorboard signaled Jeremiah's presence. He sat beside her, his fingers gently combing through her dark hair as he made soothing, almost melodic, sounds. Ruth, aching for touch, for comfort, practically clambered into his lap, pressing herself against him. It was a desperate plea, an unspoken prayer that he would remain by her side.
And for the first time, he did.
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Urgent Request


“There’s something off about my mom,” Tilly declared, her voice tinged with an urgency that caught Tovah's attention the moment she opened the door to their Tel Aviv apartment. “I need to talk to your dad, like, now.” 
Tovah’s eyebrows knitted together. “Abba’s at Shuk HaCarmel, he won’t be back for a while.”
Casting an anxious look over her shoulder as if she expected someone to materialize out of thin air, Tilly said, “Then let me wait inside. I can’t stay out here.”
“You know Abba’s rule. No one's allowed in when he's not home.”
Tilly rolled her eyes, exasperated. “He’s talking about strangers, Tovah. Let me in before someone drives by and spots me.”
Yielding to her friend's urgency, Tovah widened the door, allowing Tilly to step inside. But not before she took a quick glance outside herself. The sun-drenched streets of Tel Aviv hummed with the usual bustling activity. “There’s nobody out there, Tilly. What are you—”
Cutting her off, Tilly grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her in, slamming the door shut and quickly locking it. “Don't just gawk. You never know who's watching.”
“Who would be watching me?” Tovah’s eyes narrowed, her confusion growing. “You’re not making sense, Tilly.”
Ignoring the query, Tilly strode into the living room, collapsing onto the couch as if the weight of the world rested on her shoulders. “Don't you usually have a babysitter when your dad’s out?”
“Sarit had to leave early. I called Abba, and he said he’d try to come back as soon as he can,” Tovah replied, her eyes still questioning. “He’ll probably be relieved to see you. He hates leaving me alone.”
“You’re thirteen, Tovah. I was done with babysitters by the time I was ten.”
Dismissing the comment with another shrug, Tovah asked, “Who were you worried would see you? Your ima?”
A shadow seemed to pass over Tilly’s face. She leaned forward, her posture shifting from slumped resignation to keen alertness, her arms bracing against her thighs. She chewed at her lower lip before finally confessing, “I think someone’s tailing my mom. And it’s started to feel like they’re following me, too.”
Captivated by Tilly’s confession, Tovah sat down cross-legged on the floor in front of the couch. “Why would anyone follow Aunt Maggie? She just works at a pet shop, right?”
“Yeah, she does, but this isn’t about her job.” Tilly’s eyes met Tovah’s, laden with concern. “I think she owes someone money. I overheard her on the phone once, and ever since then, she's been acting all jittery. That's probably why she was so torn up about Asher; she thought maybe it was her fault somehow.”
“Asher had cancer. And then a heart attack. Those things happen.”
“I know, but she’s not thinking clearly,” Tilly’s voice cracked with frustration. “She’s terrified, Tovah. And now, so am I. Yesterday, I was at work, and I saw this car—the same car I’ve seen trailing my mom. Except now it was outside my workplace.”
Tovah's eyes widened. “Are you sure it wasn’t just parked there, coincidentally?”
“It followed me like a shadow, tracing my every move until I reached my boyfriend's apartment,” Tilly confessed, her voice threaded with anxiety. Her eyes flitted toward the window, as if half-expecting that lurking car to appear. "I scanned the street before coming here. I didn't see it, but that likely means it's tailing my mom now, doesn’t it?”
The gravity of Tilly's words settled between them like a shroud. "That's terrifying," Tovah acknowledged. Her natural impulse was to probe, to question, to dissect the logic of it all. But she reminded herself that compassion should precede curiosity. "So, what exactly can Abba do?"
"I don't know," Tilly sighed, her shoulders deflating. "Going to the police feels like inviting danger, given that I have no clue what my mom's entangled in. Maybe your dad could talk some sense into her. Offer an unbiased perspective?"
Tovah contemplated, her mind adrift in the midst of her own chaos—the heaviness that had descended since her sister’s passing. It was as if the universe had lost some of its luminescence, leaving only a darker, more treacherous terrain to navigate. Late at night, a disturbing sense of being observed gripped her, and the lighter that Asher had gifted became her talisman. Even now, she felt its presence in the back pocket of her baby-blue shorts. Resisting the urge to fidget with it, she finally spoke. "Okay." 
Tilly blinked, caught off guard. "Okay? Just like that?"
"Yes, okay," Tovah reiterated. "I think it could be good for him too. Abba has been enveloped in this lingering sadness. It's as if he's wrapped in a never-ending cloud of melancholy."
For the first time, Tilly seemed to remember that Ahmed had lost his eldest daughter just weeks prior. Her eyes widened, and she clamped a hand over her mouth. "Oh my God. I—I forgot."
Both girls rose from their spots. Tovah tried to speak but was interrupted by Tilly, whose face had drained of color, making her appear almost spectral. "They're here," she whispered.
Tilly inched her way to the window, her hand gripping the sill as if it were a lifeline. She peered through the glass, now seeming like a pane that separated reality from impending danger. Tovah sidled up next to her, peering around the older girl’s frame. Sure enough, on the other side of the sun-drenched, seemingly innocuous Tel Aviv street was a car—a car that hadn’t been there before.
The air in the room thickened, and in that moment, both girls understood that their lives had just intersected in a way neither had anticipated, merging their separate fears into a shared reality.
The car that had manifested across the street looked like an enigma wrapped in black paint and tinted windows. It sat there idly, its headlights off, as if it were merely another unremarkable part of the Tel Aviv streetscape. "That's it," Tilly muttered. "That's the car that's been stalking my mom!"
Tovah, acting on instinct, gripped Tilly's hand firmly. "Let's go to my room. Now."
She tugged Tilly along, and they ascended the stairs, their footsteps punctuating the tense atmosphere. Upon reaching the sanctuary of her bedroom, Tovah locked the door behind them. "When did your dad say he'd be back?"
"He didn’t specify," Tovah replied. "But given that the sitter had to leave, I doubt he'll be long." She motioned for Tilly to join her on the bed. Silence enveloped them—a pause that stretched into a palpable quietude, lasting nearly forty minutes.
Then, the audible creak of the front door opening echoed from below, followed by footsteps. Tilly's eyes widened in sheer terror, but Tovah recognized the familiar cadence of her father's steps. She slid off the mattress.
"Don’t!" Tilly hissed, grabbing her hand.
"It's Abba," Tovah reassured her. "He can help."
Skeptical but resigned, Tilly released her grip. The door swung open seconds after Tovah had unlocked it. 
Ahmed appeared in the doorway, his face a roadmap of stress lines and worry wrinkles. He looked as if he'd been stretched thin in every direction, like Play-dough nearing its breaking point. "I’m sorry for the delay, little one. What—Tilly? What brings you here?”
“Uncle Abadi,” Tilly sobbed, lunging toward him and enveloping him in a desperate hug. “I’m scared. I don't know what to do!”
Ahmed escorted Tilly downstairs, leaving Tovah sequestered in her room—unfair, but not unexpected. The ones who’d always treated her like she was in the know, Asher and Ruth, were gone. 
And as the darkness within her began to swell, Tovah pulled out the lighter from her back pocket. She clicked it twice, and then a third time, locking her thumb in place to keep the flame alive. There, in the flickering light, something caught her eye—a tiny, beady glint. Tovah squinted, bringing the flame closer to her face for examination. 
"What is..." she gasped, her voice catching in her throat.
It was an eye!
With a horrified squeal, Tovah dropped the lighter. It skidded across the floor, extinguishing itself just before it could pose any real danger. But as it disappeared under the bed, Tovah didn't make a move to retrieve it. Whatever normalcy the lighter once symbolized was shattered now, reduced to inexplicable terror that seemed to permeate even the most mundane parts of her life.
Tilly stayed for dinner, which was a quiet affair. She was given the guest room downstairs. Ahmed came into Tovah’s bedroom and tucked her in, then pressed his hands to either side of her face. He pressed a kiss to her temple. “I need you to do me a big favor, Tovah.”
“Okay.” Tovah stared up at her father, big eyed and serious. Favors were like secrets. People didn’t ask them of Tovah often. “Anything.”
“Your cousin is going through something very difficult. I have offered to let her stay with us for a few days, while we sort this out.”
“She said that Aunt Maggie owed someone money.”
“Yes.” He sat down on the edge of the bed and put a hand on Tovah’s knee. The touch was nothing shy of comforting. “That’s correct. I tried to call your aunt today, but she didn’t answer the phone. I’ll go over tomorrow and check on her.”
“Do you think she’s hurt?”
“You are the most curious girl in the world,” said Ahmed, neither warmly nor coldly. It was a simple unchangeable fact.
Tovah just shrugged.
Ahmed admitted, “I don’t know what I’ll find when I go over tomorrow, but I do know this. Tilly will need you to treat her with kindness. So I need you to promise that if you have any questions, you’ll wait and ask me.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“Not Tilly,” clarified Abba. “Just wait and ask me.”
“Okay,” said Tovah, a little put out. She thought that the favor might have been something that needed to be done, not just her father asking her to be quiet. It was done with love, Tovah knew, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.
She had little to say in the moments that followed as her abba kissed her forehead goodnight and then left the room, pulling the door shut behind him with a little click. Tovah dropped down backward onto the mattress and stared up at the ceiling above her, wishing that it was at least raining outside.
Ruth had loved the rain.
If it was raining, then Tovah could pretend that her sister had only gone for a Storm Walk, and that she would be back. But it wasn’t raining and Ruth was never coming back. And that meant that Tovah was going to be stuck here alone forever, with only people who didn’t understand.
The lighter was under the bed. The sensation of being watched came again, as it did every night. Tovah felt tears form in the corner of her eyes. This time, instead of hiding beneath the bed, she rolled over and pressed her face into the pillow.
The blanket was pulled up around her shoulders and then higher up, covering her completely until a special warm sort of protective sensation brushed over her instead. With the blanket over her, there was nothing to be seen, so even though the eyes never stopped watching…
It was better.
It was something.
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Creatures of the Dark


By the third whirl around the phantasmagoric merry-go-round, the rust was still clinging stubbornly to the horses, even though the bleeding—whatever ethereal lifeblood that had seeped from the wounds in the world—had ceased. Ruth looked at the carousel with a sense of longing that almost bordered on desperation. "Can I clean them?" 
Jeremiah cocked his head, pondering her question. "Clean what, exactly? The universe?"
"The horses!" Ruth's mirthful voice lifted like a soft note sung during Shabbat prayers. "I mean, the world could do with a good cleansing too, couldn't it? But look at them--these horses. They wear expressions as if the Shechinah—the divine presence—has abandoned them."
"I'm aware of the Shechinah, Ruth. Do you feel abandoned?" Jeremiah asked, piercing her with his gaze, a look that seemed to see through the veils between worlds.
"I don't know," Ruth replied hesitantly, stepping onto the forlorn carousel as if she were crossing into sacred space—a mechitza separating the ordinary from the sacred. "I know Asher was looking for me. I felt him in the house. I thought maybe he'd come back, but I can't find him. I can't feel him."
"So, you believe he's forgotten you?"
"No, I think Shamayim is beautiful," she said, caressing the chipped paint on one of the carousel horses like it was a mezuzah at the doorway to a long-lost home. "I think he saw what my world has become, and maybe, just maybe, he got lost in the splendors of the divine."
Jeremiah stepped up beside her, looking down at the horses as if pondering the mysteries of the Torah. "Is that why you wish to cleanse this place? To make it resemble the Heaven you imagine?"
"Partly," Ruth admitted, her voice soft as challah. "But it's more than that. I just think... they deserve better."
"Ah," Jeremiah whispered, his hand gently caressing the nose of one of the horses. "This realm is an extension of your soul, you know that, don't you? Just like a siddur is an extension of one's prayers."
Ruth nodded. "I've started to realize. That’s why the house is there, the garden, this entire amusement park. They’re all spun from the threads of my experiences and deepest yearnings."
"In that case, they deserve a softer existence because you do. It's a mutual belonging," Jeremiah's words felt like more than a simple response to her statement; it felt like wisdom passed down through generations, like ancient scrolls unrolled just for her.
"So how do I clean it?" Ruth asked, anticipation dancing in her eyes.
Before Jeremiah could answer, a scream erupted in the air—a sound as jarring as the shofar's call, yet tinged with a feral edge, like a wild beast on the prowl. Jeremiah spun around, his dark robes billowing like the wings of the Angel of Death.
"What was that?" Ruth's eyes widened, fear clouding her face.
"Come," Jeremiah commanded, seizing her hand like it was a lifeline. "We must define the boundaries of your world, lay down the halakhah—the law of this realm. These disruptions can't go on. Do you understand? We must make sure they cannot cross into your sacred space."
And with that, he yanked her away from the eerie carnival, its abandoned rides like relics of forgotten dreams leaving the carousel to its eternal, silent spinning—a world in limbo, yearning for redemption, like all worlds do.
She became breathless as he led her farther and farther until the scenery shifted grotesquely. Now there were only overgrown flowers that soon gave way to a dark forest, a suffocating jungle that clawed at her with its sprawling foliage. The woods seemed almost ravenous, as though infused with a malevolent hunger that she couldn’t call her own.
“What is this place? What's happened?” Ruth’s voice scaled octaves as she took in the surrounding chaos. Wild ferns had choked out the other flora, and sporadic fires smoldered in the distance like the eyes of lurking demons. Another scream—a keening wail—echoed, amplifying the dissonance around them.
“It’s a darkling.” Jeremiah abruptly halted, whipping around to face her. His hands clamped down on her shoulders with a force that made her gasp. “You have to understand, Ruth. What you’ve seen is just a sliver of what this realm can become. This is a place where endings are blasphemy, do you understand?”
“What does that—”
“No questions!” His voice was suddenly venomous, startling her into silence. The eyes that met hers were as fiery as the distant blazes, infused with an urgency and a rage she had never seen in him before.
“You need to grasp this. I’ve been guarding the borders of your realm so far, but that’s a temporary solution. You’ll need to start enforcing those boundaries yourself. Soon.” The urgency drove his words like a stake through the heart.
Clamping her mouth shut to stave off another question, Ruth nodded, signaling for him to go on. A lump of unease settled in her throat as a second scream, distant yet piercing, joined the first in the nocturnal cacophony.
“The darklings are as eternal as I am. They are constants in a shifting reality.” He laid a hand over her chest, above her heart. “And they are irresistibly drawn to nascent souls like yours—souls still impotent of their own power.”
She didn’t get it. She knew who she was: Ruth Abadi, the tragic bride, forever marked by her own catastrophic choices. But he brushed off her unspoken questions, ignored the increasing cries that now sounded like a choir of the damned.
“These creatures prey on souls that can’t defend themselves, that can’t protect their dominion. Your realm can be easily overwhelmed by their malevolence,” Jeremiah continued, now talking as if racing against time itself. “And they're shape-shifters. Remember the hellhounds? Those were just one form. There are also malevolent fairies, vengeful harpies—myriad incarnations fueled by your fears and weaknesses.”
“How do I keep them at bay?” Ruth asked with desperation, yet as she spoke, she realized that she did possess the will to fight. Whatever these darklings were, however they manifested, she wouldn't let them overrun her world. No, she wouldn't let her darkness define her, not anymore.
"You repel them by constructing your own barriers. You can reinforce mine, for the time being. Harness the luminescence that is inherently yours and use it to thwart their dark encroachments."
"Luminescence? I'm in Hell, Jeremiah. There is no light to be found here. Is this some sort of twisted joke?"
His grip tightened on her hands, pulling her gaze into the intense focus of his eyes. "Listen to me carefully, Ruth. You've caught glimpses of your own light, twice. Summon it. Shape it. You yearned to purify your surroundings? Begin by holding these darklings at bay."
With a swiftness that felt almost otherworldly, Jeremiah then darted into the gnarled labyrinth of thorny vines and predatory flora, heading toward the resonating shrieks. The boundary of her dominion lay ahead, previously imperceptible but now thrumming with an ethereal electrical charge that seemed to dance through the air like webs woven by lightning-spewing spiders.
Emerging from the abyss beyond her realm were the darklings—grotesque abominations resembling corrupted, mythological harpies. Breasts drooping with age, birdlike legs adorned with talons that shimmered menacingly in the erratic flicker of the electrical web, their arms were wings of utter darkness, and their hair consisted of ebony feathers. One gripped a spear, while the other brandished claws, razor-sharp and menacing.
Ruth faltered, drawing her hand to her lips to kiss her own knuckles—a gesture that felt like a desperate prayer. Her eyes widened as the spear-wielding harpy hurled itself against the pulsating boundary.
"Hurry, Ruth! Evoke your light before they shatter the barrier!"
She tried—God, how she tried. She searched the depths of her soul for the same glimmer that had guided her through that twisted casino-land, but it eluded her grasp. As the harpy collided with the boundary once more, it began to fracture, the lines spider-webbing like shards of broken glass.
"NOW, Ruth! Do it NOW!"
"I can't!" Panicked, she stumbled back, tripping over a gnarled root and crashing to the ground. Moisture blurred her vision. "I can't, Jeremiah! I'm so sorry!"
With a deafening crack, the force field shattered. A queasy light seeped through the broken barricade—light that felt diseased, tainted. 
"Cursed it be," Jeremiah hissed, contorting his arms skyward. The fractured shards of the boundary reassembled themselves in a hurried dance of geometry, but it was too late. One harpy had already crossed the threshold. Ruth was paralyzed, her eyes open wide in terror.
The harpy circled overhead, letting out an ear-piercing screech before tucking its wings and plummeting toward her like a raptor that has just spotted its prey. Ruth saw the birdlike legs stretch out, talons aimed directly at her vulnerable throat—
Those lethal claws met metal instead.
In a blur of motion too rapid for the human eye to discern, Jeremiah materialized before Ruth, a human shield. One of the harpy's talons had embedded itself in the curve of his shoulder, while the other was snared by the dark metallic shaft of a scythe that seemed to shimmer in the night air. 
"Jeremiah," Ruth exhaled, choked with the understanding that her weakness, her momentary faltering, had caused him this injury. Had she been stronger, quicker, more adept, he would not bear this wound.
And wounded he was. The dark fabric of his robe was marred by a spreading stain of blood, refracting the gleam of his scythe's blade.
As a reaper in the afterlife...he could still bleed?
"You shall not take her. Nor shall you defile this landscape," Jeremiah's voice was steeped in resolve. "She is still in the process of shaping it. It remains hers!"
With a grunt, he forced the creature away. A sickening schlick sound accompanied the withdrawal of its talon from his shoulder. She screeched, a sound at once malevolent and ominous, a sound that ceased the instant Jeremiah’s scythe arched downward, cutting through her flesh. The harpy exploded into a storm of shimmering, dark fragments.
His scythe's base thudded against the ground, sending forth an energy that was neither dark nor light, but compelling in its raw potency. It choked the air from Ruth's lungs, and as it radiated outward, the second darkling met the same demise as its sister. Then, it was just them—Ruth and Jeremiah—in a world that, though still contorted, had relinquished its concealed malice.
"Jeremiah?" Her voice wavered as she rose, unsteady on her feet.
Leaning heavily on the staff of his scythe, Jeremiah mumbled, "I must go."
"Jeremiah, you're hurt," she reached for him, but he lurched away, his movement pained and faltering.
"I have to secure the rest of the perimeter. If one darkling has penetrated our defense, others will be emboldened to try."
"Let me tend to your wounds, at least."
"Your skills aren't yet honed enough to be of help," he replied, a meticulous neutrality in his voice that nevertheless sliced through her.
Ruth withdrew her hand, clasping it against her heart. "I didn't want you to get hurt."
"I know," he said, refusing to alleviate her guilt. "You need to return to the house. Wait for me there. I must complete my reconnaissance, ensure that—" He cut himself off. "Just go back, so I can know you're safe."
He didn't wait for her reply before he vanished, leaving her alone in a realm that felt all at once larger and emptier than it had ever been.
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The Eternal Professional


Jeremiah was rarely on the receiving end of injury, a testament to the millennia he'd dedicated to his role—a role so deeply ingrained that it often eclipsed memories of his former human life. That's an eloquent way of saying his shoulder was in such agony, it felt as if a non-existent devil himself were searing his skin with each malevolent lick. 
He knew the perimeter demanded his attention, a task he could feasibly accomplish with the sheer energy of his ethereal sight alone. But first, he needed to address his wound—a wound inflicted by a darkling, a matter never to be taken lightly.
In the infinite maze of Eternity, there existed only a handful of sacred spots where a reaper could retreat, where a soul could not follow. Among them was the enigmatic Pool of All. A place surrounded by more questions than answers, known to none that he'd ever encountered. Yet each time he willed himself away, he found sanctuary beside its waters.
Rising as high as his hips, the grass surrounding the pool sighed gently in a breeze that nearly held its breath. The water in the pool surpassed the clarity of any earthly substance, mirroring the sky not with the sun's bright face but with the solemn glow of a full moon and a chorus of stars.
With urgency, Jeremiah cast off his ruined robes, letting them fall to the ground like forgotten memories. Beneath them, he wore a long-sleeved shirt, ebony as the abyss, its cuffs fastened with small snaps. The cloth had been shredded, marked by three talon streaks that had torn through fabric and skin alike.
His teeth clenched in a hiss as he separated the fabric from his weeping wound. A fresh bloom of blood emerged, proof that his injuries were far from the healing stage. Casting the marred shirt aside, he approached the water's edge and gazed into its reflective surface. There, amidst his spectral reflection, the wound appeared vividly—black tendrils of darkling venom spidering downward, nearly reaching his elbow.
He prodded the inflamed, swollen flesh surrounding the wound, and the sensation was an unholy agony, akin to hellfire itself.
Discarding the last remnants of his clothing, Jeremiah stepped bare into the chill embrace of the Pool of All. It offered no shallow entrance, no gradual decline—only a sharp transition from shore to unfathomable depths. With a gasp of bracing air, he let himself sink, submerging his form beneath the mirrored surface.
The astral bodies reflected in the water transmuted into a celestial whirlpool, spiraling furiously around him. It enveloped him, excising the poison with a purging burn that set his nerves aflame. A scream tore from Jeremiah's throat—a sound that, in the unfathomable quiet of Eternity, went unheard but resonated all the same.
The art of healing is a paradox—a brutal kind of grace. Each step toward wholeness brings a torturous grind, a reminder that to mend is to momentarily disintegrate. Because only the broken can be rebuilt, and in that necessary pain, there's a divine warning: Don't wander from the ordained path, don't extend your reach beyond your role. Protect but don’t save; safeguard but never stray.
The water whispered these hard truths, pulsing around Jeremiah like a conscience made liquid. The celestial whirlpool had leached the darkling poison from his veins, yet the price was paid in agonizing currency—units of time, reservoirs of pain, vaults of longing. It was the toll for deviating from the divine choreography, for daring to defy the cosmic order set by the All.
The pain then crescendoed, erupting into an inferno that devoured him from the inside out, scorching his bones, searing his flesh. Like a wildfire in a parched forest, it consumed every fiber of his being, leaving no room for consciousness. And so, Jeremiah succumbed to the dark embrace of oblivion.
When he finally awoke, he found himself lying naked in the field beside the Pool of All, his skin parched from the water that had once enveloped him. The heavens had rearranged themselves; the sun had traded places with the moon, illuminating the pool while stars twinkled from above like ancient eyes, silently chiding him for overstepping his bounds.
With a sense of futile longing, he reached skyward, fingers grasping at the untouchable brilliance. He caught nothing. But in a few moments, he rose to gather his clothes. His shoulder was adorned now with fresh scars that joined a constellation of silvery streaks—each a mute testament to past battles fought against darklings through untold centuries.
Fangs. Claws. Malicious spirits so abhorrent that even their souls rejected guidance. Though each scar told a tale, the narrative was lost in the mists of time. For Jeremiah, who lived outside the confines of mortality, memories faded just as wounds did, replaced by new marks in an ongoing cycle.
He pulled on his garments, feeling their familiar weight settle around him. With a heavy sigh, he allowed himself to be yanked back into Ruth's nightmarish tapestry, ever vigilant but irrevocably changed. Because the cost of healing, Jeremiah understood, was not just physical agony—it was the relinquishment of what might have been, replaced by a somber acceptance of what must be.
Another pulse of ethereal energy whispered through the air, affirming the robustness of the protective fields he'd meticulously crafted. Jeremiah's robes had been mended by the celestial All of the All, allowing him to tread through the labyrinthine jungle, meander through the haunting forest, and finally, stride down the poetic garden path toward the manor. He appeared just as he always did—a spectral sentinel in a reality woven from despair and beauty.
Approaching the garden's wrought-iron gate, he found it locked. "Good," he mused internally. "She heeded my warning." His gaze then caught Ruth, perched elegantly yet forlornly on a bench out front. 
As soon as she spotted him, Ruth sprang to her feet. The remnants of her frayed wedding gown danced around her like mourning spirits as she hastened toward him. "Jeremiah!"
Easing the gate open, he secured it once more, sliding the key into its clandestine nook amid the wildflowers. He'd barely pivoted back toward the cobblestone path when Ruth lunged into his arms, her slender form wrapping around him in an embrace of mortal fervor.
A surprised chuckle emanated from his chest, as his arms circled her waist instinctively. He spun her in a fleeting waltz of unspoken affection before setting her down. His hands lingered on the curve of her hips. 
"You returned safely," Jeremiah remarked, wrestling with the persistent urge to caress his lips against her temple. An urge he quelled.
Yet again.
"I made it—" Ruth abruptly pulled away, her hand landing a playful swat on his chest. "You big, incorporeal idiot! You had me worried!"
"I tried to—"
"You never communicate!" Ruth interjected. "Your abrupt disappearance terrified me. I agonized over the thought that my actions had led to your end."
"Ruth, I am already devoid of life. The living have no place here," Jeremiah stated, with sublime sadness that cloaked his existence.
Her eyes, brimming with unshed tears, met his. "That's irrelevant to me. My fears centered around the thought that I had jeopardized you. I'm so sorry, Jeremiah."
His hands found her face, cradling her cheeks as though they were the last vestiges of mortal warmth. "There's nothing to apologize for, Ruth. I ventured too far, too soon. You were unprepared."
Her voice trembled as she asked, "What if I'm never prepared?"
The cold, pragmatic answer was that readiness would come, either by her own will or by force. Life and death waited for no one. But instead, he offered a gentle untruth: "Then I shall remain here, eternally vigilant, fortifying your sanctuary."
Her features softened, blooming into a fragile smile. "Would you come inside? Just for a little while? I'm no longer afraid, but I need assurance that you're okay."
He should have declined, preserving the balance demanded by the All of the All. Yet, as Ruth led him by the hand, up the garden path and through the foreboding doors of her dark abode, he complied. And there he lingered, in defiance of divine timelines—far longer than the cosmic tapestry should have permitted.
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Ruth's Revelations


In a realm sculpted from shadow and enigma, Ruth had only deduced a few undeniable truths, like rare gems glinting amid a bedrock of uncertainty: 
1.) This otherworldly landscape was, in some ineffable manner, a reflection of her human existence.
2.) A form of celestial light emanated from her core, its essence and implications as elusive as mist.
3.) Jeremiah, her reaper/guardian, was a wellspring of concealed truths.
4.) Asher, her erstwhile love, resided in Heaven—yet traversing to that sanctified realm was proving to be a labyrinthine challenge.
It was a grievously, almost mockingly, concise list. As far as Ruth could discern, she'd been ensnared in this reality for a spectral span that felt like three weeks. And she was, for the most part, solitary here, save for Jeremiah's transient visits and the curious lizards adorned with fuchsia scales that she would occasionally glimpse in her ever-shifting garden.
(She had inquired; Jeremiah reassured her that these strange reptiles were harmless, mere fabrications born from the mystic weave of her environment, not darklings in disguised form.)
Ruth brooded, her gaze furrowed as she attempted to augment her list. Her death had long ceased to be a revelation—it was an assumed condition of her existence now. Asher was in Heaven; darklings were real and presented a peril not only to her soul but to Jeremiah as well. 
Still, the list remained dishearteningly meager.
On the other side of the ledger, her unanswered questions loomed like ancient, inscrutable tomes:
1.) Why did Jeremiah insist on veiling the mechanics and laws of this cryptic realm?  
2.) What labyrinth must she navigate to reunite with Asher?  
3.) Was Jeremiah dispatched to safeguard her, torment her, or usher her on some esoteric pilgrimage? And toward what end? 
4.) Why had other souls thronged the world with the casino, while her own realm was a desolate theater of perpetual isolation? Was loneliness her eternal punishment?
5.) What cryptic alchemy was involved in "reinforcing the boundaries"? And why did such limits exist to begin with?
6.) Was Jeremiah a lone sentinel among reapers? Why couldn't he eradicate the darklings, nullifying the persistent threat they posed?
7.) How did her ethereal kingdom manage to expand?
8.) Could she bring solace to the stone horses?
In summary, the vast expanse of her inquiries remained uncharted territory.
Jeremiah was the most enigmatic piece in her puzzle, a paradox wrapped in cloaks of ambiguity. Despite his recurrent presences and comforting touches, he remained elusive about the operational truths of her world. Was this a form of psychological torture, an intrinsic part of her personalized hell? His demeanor swayed between kind patience and gentle admonishments, shrouded in a maze of contradictions.
Every time Ruth thought she had unraveled the enigma that was Jeremiah, he would metamorphose yet again. The way he alternated between encouraging her active involvement in shaping her realm and withholding the necessary wisdom to do so. His assurances of eternal guardianship, punctuated by maddening absences.
Most bewildering of all was his subtly scornful expression whenever Asher was mentioned. Yet, whenever his gaze met hers, it was imbued with nothing but tender benevolence. The incongruity was puzzling. After all, she was the one damned to this netherworld, while Asher had ascended to paradise. Logically, if disdain was to be aimed at anyone, shouldn't it have been her?
"God, this is labyrinthine," Ruth murmured, sprawled languidly across her master bed, her arms stretching toward the sides—grasping for something tangible in a mattress too wide to offer edges. Ebony satin sheets, crumpled and undone, gathered at her feet. Above her, a spider wove its silken masterpiece into the dark wooden beams—curiously, in the shape of a heart. "Time to untangle this Gordian knot."
If only it were so simple.
"Hey there, spider. Are you gifted with speech?" Ruth's eyes fixed on the creature.
Silence. The gossamer tapestry continued to materialize.
"It's an wonder, how stunning it is—your home." Ruth's words were full of wistfulness. "If only you were a flesh-and-blood neighbor. Just look at you—your body a lustrous obsidian. You'd have eyes that could tell stories."
In her imagination, she saw her—her ideal neighbor, a harmonious blend of romance and gothic aura, sipping tea in the shadowed garden. But reality offered no such companionship. The spider remained suspended in her vaulted ceiling, diligently crafting her web. 
And Ruth knew that her garden, if she were to step out right now, would be home to only blooms and the stray fuchsia-scaled lizard.
"Jeremiah is well aware of how lonely I am here," Ruth lamented. Perhaps the spider was not eloquent in conversation, but it served as an excellent listener. "His absences feel almost like a deliberate torment. A cosmic punishment, don't you think?"
Her words seemed to dissolve into the room's silence.
"In my previous life, all I ever desired was love, a sense of belonging. A family that reciprocated my affection." The words hung heavily in the air, like the Sabbath candles her abba used to light. "Could that yearning be the very reason why my afterlife is this hollow?"
The spider offered no consolation, but Ruth knew it was not out of indifference—it was simply the creature's nature.
The irony of her current desolation was not lost on her. In life, she had yearned for the warm embrace of community, perhaps even Shabbat dinners filled with voices and laughter. Now, her hellscape seemed tailored to deny her just that. But it didn't make the yearning any less potent.
A soft thud resounded outside her room, almost like someone stumbling against a wall, regaining their balance at the last moment.
"Jeremiah?" Ruth's voice lifted, cautious but hopeful. "Hold on, I'm not exactly presentable."
In a flurry, she rose and darted to her closet, a surreal wardrobe containing nothing but identical bridal gowns. Ruth slipped into one; the fabric cascaded down her body as if longing to embrace her. An odd urgency swelled within her, an unexplained need to hasten.
"I'm on my way!" Rushing, she threw open the door. "Is everything alright? You've never entered uninvited before—Jeremiah?"
Her eyes scanned the void of the hallway before finally landing on him—not Jeremiah, but Asher, standing at the corridor's far end. A figure so achingly familiar, yet hauntingly out of place in this twisted version of her world.
He stood there, a vision wrapped in the same palpable air she breathed—hauntingly beautiful, as though time itself dared not mar him. 
"Asher?" Ruth's voice broke the silence, a whispered invocation that curled into the air like incense lit long ago.
He pivoted to face her, his countenance etched with a perplexing blend of familiarity and puzzlement. It was the look one gives a ghostly fragment of a half-forgotten dream.
"Please," Ruth implored, extending her hand like an offering on an altar. "Don't forsake me to solitude again. Your soul was too pure for any realm but Heaven. I can't beg you to tarry here eternally—but could you linger just long enough for conversation?"
Her voice splintered, suffused with a fervor as solemn as the Kaddish. She felt as though she were unspooling her very soul before him. It had always been Asher, the missing part of her, the sanctuary she had sought but never reached.
"I tried to love you right, to prove my worth," Ruth continued, her hand still beseeching the void between them. "Perhaps Heaven is your abode now, but can't you haunt my Hell just a moment longer?"
He met her gaze, unspeaking. He didn't flee as before; he simply existed there, a trembling figure shrouded in questions and shadow.
Her entreaty was the gentle whisper one reserves for a skittish creature—a litany of pleas and promises woven together like the threads of a prayer shawl.
"Stay," she murmured as his form wavered, as if melting into the gloom. "Please, Asher, stay."
"Ruth?" His voice was tinged with an uncanny dissonance, as though the syllables were foreign, alien even to his own tongue. His hand brushed against his face in a tentative, bewildered gesture. "What's happening?"
"It's me, Asher, it's me," she stammered through tears. "I'm searching for you, across these twisted realms. I'm anchored by love, reaching out through the darkness."
He shook his head, a blur of confusion and disbelief. "Why hunt for me when I'm right in front of you? I've been here, Ruth. Always here."
"Then you must be lost in this labyrinth, just as I am," she reasoned, emboldened with desperate hope. "Perhaps we each dwell in fractured replicas of our home. I can't unravel it all, Asher, but my love for you is the one constant."
"You love me?" He sounded almost incredulous.
Her heart sank at the query. Why would he question her love? It was the bedrock of her existence, as fundamental as the teachings she had grown up with. She had loved him from their first stolen glance, and she would love him past the cessation of his mortal heartbeat.
It was then that Ruth noticed his form blurring, as if the air around him refused to hold his shape. He wasn't just emotionally unstable—he was physically destabilizing. Like a treasured memory slipping away, forever beyond her grasp.
Even as Asher wavered in and out of her world—his outline blurring, corners of him dissipating like smoke—he seemed gripped by confusion, as if perplexity alone were pinning him to this liminal space between realms.
Desperation clawed its way up Ruth's throat. "Asher, listen to me!" she cried out, her voice infused with a raw urgency. "I'm drowning in this solitude. You have to tell me where you are, so maybe, just maybe, I can get to you!"
"I'm at the synagogue," he replied in bewilderment. "We're supposed to get married, Ruth."
Gasping, she lunged forward, arms open wide, yearning to envelop him in a long-awaited embrace. But she met only the cold void. She passed through him, crashing onto the floor with bruising force, her knees and elbows smarting from the impact. Her clenched fist pounded the floor, an outburst so fierce it shattered the light bulbs around her, plunging her into an even deeper darkness.
Her wails filled the void, resonating through the hallways until her voice grew hoarse and her soul felt scraped raw. Finally, she bowed her head to the floor, weeping uncontrollably, her sobs a mournful litany.
When the flood of her tears finally ebbed, she rose, returning to her master bedroom without bothering to close the door behind her. An epiphany crystallized in her mind: Asher was not of this realm because he didn’t understand his state—likely, he was unaware that he had crossed the veil of life and death. That's why he spoke of their wedding at the synagogue as if it were still a forthcoming event.
A renewed resolve hardened within her. She would navigate this infernal landscape, decipher its rules. Her Asher deserved to know the truth—of death, of his eternal dwelling. If Heaven couldn't provide him that simple, harrowing clarity, then she would. 
Asher was lost, either bereft of a reaper's guidance or misled by one. Ruth felt a surge of purpose. That, at least, was something she could rectify.
As she finger-combed her tangled hair, trying to compose herself, her thoughts turned to that elusive light within her—the one Jeremiah always alluded to. It felt like the flickering flame of a Shabbat candle, its soft glow not quite able to fully illuminate the room. Brief in its incandescence and weak in its reach, it was nonetheless hers.
Yet even a meager flame could spark a wildfire, given the right conditions.
Ruth's eyes steeled, her resolve unyielding. She would stoke that inner fire, nurture it into a blazing inferno if that's what it took to guide her to Asher. She would learn to illuminate even the murkiest corners of this confounding realm, not just for her sake, but for the soul of the man who still waited for her, unknowingly, in a sacred place between this world and the next.
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Loneliness Echoes


Each syllable of Ruth's plea seemed to haunt Asher, reverberating in the air of his paradisiacal setting. Here he was, on bended knee, enveloped by ivory marble that seemed to breathe life into his vision of utopia. This was the dream home he was meant to share with Ruth, but it was a sanctuary devoid of her presence. 
He rose, his palm cupping the contours of his temple as if trying to contain the overflowing words that had infiltrated his celestial sanctuary. "That's fine," he uttered into the profound silence, "let her search for me. It can only be to my advantage, can't it?"
His words rippled through the still air, unmet by any echo or response. His world, though meticulously crafted to mimic perfection, hummed with an eerie tranquility. Someone was showering behind the closed door of a bathroom—faceless, nameless, and indistinct. A shadow in the realm of his quietude. And Asher had no inclination to discover who it was. 
In this heaven, the water never ran cold; the showers were ceaseless torrents of warmth, as if crafted from the essence of comfort itself. Every nuance here was fine-tuned to serve Asher's specific longings, but still, there was a void.
Descending a marble staircase as if carved from moonlight, he moved into the living room. A glimpse of raven-haired beauty darted around a corner, a fleeting moment of mystery in his well-ordered world. But he wasn't interested in playing any games tonight.
Asher made his way to the front door and stepped out onto a lawn that was nothing short of an Edenic dream. Each blade of grass was a little soldier of perfection, standing upright as though saluting him. The sky above seemed painted with a divine brush, and somewhere, his favorite song played like a soft lullaby in the distance.
A grin unfurled across his face. Although he had discovered that he could peer into other realms from anywhere in his own, he had a favorite spot—a crystalline lake at the heart of a neighboring park. The water had become a sort of scrying glass, a limpid canvas upon which he could project the transient visions of other worlds, of Ruth's world.
"I'll be back," he announced, speaking more to the architecture and the meticulously curated atmosphere than to any being in particular. "No need to wait up."
A few whispered goodbyes murmured through the air, but the overwhelming majority heeded his preference for silence. Asher reveled in the hush; he found solace in a world that observed more than it interacted, a world that was almost, but not quite, enough.
The walk to the park unfolded like a series of quiet, unhurried heartbeats—mere steps and he had crossed the expansive block. Asher was adept at molding his universe to his whims; the reaper who'd escorted him here had departed, but not before commenting on his uncanny knack for shaping his heavenly realm.
He'd always had a way with stories, an affinity for molding narratives out of ephemeral thoughts. So to construct a paradise from the essence of perfection? A task as effortless as breathing.
The lake before him was an expanse of crystalline serenity, its surface undisturbed despite the whispering embrace of a temperate breeze. A lone duck floated in the water, a solitary figure etched against the liquid glass. Animals proved to be a more intricate tapestry for Asher to weave than humans, and this duck—existing but not living—was an uncanny testament to that.
Its form was slightly distorted, an abstract sculpture with a head too minute and a neck too elongated, its eyes orbs of vacant emptiness.
"No sense in perpetuating your flawed existence," Asher muttered, a note of resignation tinting his voice. With a flick of his wrist, the duck disintegrated, vanishing into a wisp of ethereal mist. Gone, as if it had never been.
Then Ruth's voice enveloped him again, drifting through the ancient trees that fringed the lake, like a haunting refrain.
Don't leave me again, Asher. I can't take all this loneliness for much longer! I need to know—I need to know where you are. If you tell me, maybe I can come to you instead!
And then, a new incantation, tinged with an edge of raw desperation.
"I'll find you, Asher. I swear it. Against all odds and despite any obstacles, I will find you."
Ah, that was novel. Asher's head inclined slightly, absorbing the weight of her words. Ruth's voice often permeated his reality—never merely an echo in his mind but rather a vocal presence that suffused his very environment. A prayer spoken not to an absentee deity but to a tangible angel.
That enigmatic phenomenon was something the reaper hadn't bothered to elucidate before his abrupt departure. A rather glaring oversight.
It left Asher contemplating: could Ruth hear him, sense him in her own realm, the way he sensed her? Did his presence seep into her dreams, a shadow that strayed between wakefulness and sleep? Did she even suspect that he had devised a method to witness her world among countless others?
Unanswered questions—they had become his reluctant companions since his transition to this realm.
"I can find some answers, though," Asher mused, seating himself before the serene mirror of the lake. "I just need to know where to direct my gaze."
And what more captivating focal point could there be than the ebony-haired girl who haunted his thoughts and dominated his unearthly realm? The very axis upon which his afterlife spun.
The object of his desire.
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Demanding the Dead


"You heard me," Ruth retorted, one hand settled firmly on her hip. "He visited me last night. He was there—in my room. We spoke, and he told me we were in the synagogue, as if we were about to recite the Sheva Brachot. He doesn't know he's departed from the world of the living, does he? That's why he keeps disappearing. I'm certain of it." 
"If you're so certain, why consult me?" Jeremiah shifted, his eyes alight with a different agenda. "I have something to show you, Ruth. Will you accompany me?"
"You intend to lead me to more of those malevolent entities?" She eyed him with apprehension.
"No." He shook his head solemnly. "I want to take you to the epicenter of your personal hellscape. What you'll discover there might shed light on things."
"Will you answer my questions about Asher if I go with you?" 
"If you come." He slid his tongue over his teeth in a momentarily unsettling gesture. "I think you'll find your questions will answer themselves."
A flicker of anticipation danced in Ruth's mind, a thought that she might be dragged into the chaotic jungles on the periphery, rife with their lurid hues and labyrinthine flora. But Jeremiah guided her deeper into the bowels of her haunting landscape, down a sinuous, untraveled path. In the distance, her eyes caught the skeletal structure of the rusted roller coaster. For a moment, it looked as if a figure occupied one of the carts. 
Asher? No, it couldn't be.
She blinked, and the shape dissipated, leaving her in a state of uneasy solitude.
Even with Jeremiah's presence, comfort remained elusive. When he'd been injured, she'd feared for him—the closest semblance to a friend in this forsaken place, harmed! Worse still, harmed because of her. Yet, in the days that followed, doubts seeped into her thoughts. If he'd been transparent, maybe none of this would have happened. 
How could he plunge her into this enigmatic abyss and expect her to navigate it? It was absurd. Was it fair to throw her amidst lurking dangers, assuming she'd know how to counter them?
Beneath his acts of kindness lay an impenetrable shroud of mystery. Ruth had never been drawn to the cryptic allure of mystery novels, and she wasn't adept at unraveling people's hidden agendas. This trait was part of what had endeared her to Asher. She had always favored the transparent, the unambiguous, a choice grounded perhaps in the teachings she’d absorbed in her years of synagogue schooling. In a place shrouded in questions, she longed for an answer, and more than anything, she longed for Asher to be that answer.
In a world veiled in riddles and shadows, Asher had always been her unwavering constant. A man sculpted from the marrow of honesty, he never danced with deception, nor did he cloud truths with cryptic subterfuge. He was straightforward, his love as palpable as the world she used to live in. Jeremiah, however, was a different tale—a labyrinth of secrets, a tapestry woven with enigmatic threads. How could she possibly trust a man who seemed to revel in her bewilderment?
The path they walked tapered into a narrow trail of oleander, slicing through the relentless dark like a silver knife through black velvet. Gardens that once flourished were swallowed whole, leaving only this shadowy corridor.
"This," Jeremiah paused, turning toward her with a solemn gaze, "is the epicenter of your space. The very core of your metaphysical realm."
Ruth expelled an incredulous noise. "And what, pray tell, should that mean to me?"
"Was there something—some solitary pursuit—that once grounded you?" Jeremiah probed, as if navigating a hidden facet of her soul.
"Being with Asher," she replied without hesitation. In her lived reality, he had been her sanctuary, the ark in her storm.
Jeremiah's lips contracted into a disapproving line. "No, Ruth. I mean a refuge you found alone—a sanctuary that made you feel more alive, more protected. A place, an action?"
A swarm of memories rushed forth, each tempting yet incomplete. Seeking the presence of Asher or her sister, Tovah, chewing her hair, tracing whimsical circles on the back of her sister's hand. Yet none of these lent her the solace she craved. Every remembered act, each cherished habit, felt incongruous, as if her consciousness rejected them as unsuitable havens.
"You need to find your locus of comfort, a sacred space within yourself," Jeremiah urged.
Ruth's brows knit together. "This is about the merry-go-round, isn't it?"
A gratified spark ignited in Jeremiah's eyes. "Ah, yes! Speak your thoughts, Ruth. Let them manifest!"
Ruth clasped her hands together, as if trying to seize an elusive truth. "I've conjured elements of my world before. A teapot magically appearing in the kitchen; the garden, an echo of the nature park I used to frequent. The derelict amusement park and its dormant fountain were torn from the pages of my own life. So, they are mine, extensions of my own being, correct?"
She paused, absorbing her own revelation. With each word she'd spoken, the world around her seemed to subtly shift, as if reacting to her newfound understanding. The years she’d spent observing the sacred rituals and narratives of her faith had not prepared her for this level of existential crafting. This was something different, a creation story authored by her own hand, filled with its own mysteries yet to be unraveled. Ruth couldn't help but feel like a fledgling deity, tentatively testing her powers within the confines of her afterlife. And for the first time since being swallowed whole by this endless night, she felt a shard of hope pierce the eternal dark.
 "Yes," Jeremiah's voice sighed out like a relieved prayer. "You're on the right track, Ruth. Your thoughts here manifest into corporeal reality. Now, try to channel your thoughts into something serene." His hand found her shoulder, almost as if trying to physically guide her internal compass. "But let it be a sanctuary you discovered alone, free from the impact of others."
Ruth arched a brow. "But the amusement park—that was inspired by my sister."
His lips curved in a knowing smile, as if she had just proved his point. "Exactly. Does the park comfort you, or does its decaying form unsettle you? Your external reality is shaped by your collective experiences, by those who have touched your life. The challenge is to separate your authentic essence from their lingering influences."
She wanted to object, but a reluctant part of her knew he was painfully accurate.
Jeremiah's hand then slid from her shoulder to rest over her heart, his touch searing through the satin layers of her bridal gown. "Don't misconstrue my words as criticism. It's a survival mechanism to contort ourselves to societal expectations. But in this realm, this dark expanse that is uniquely yours, no one demands your conformity."
"Except you're here," Ruth observed.
His hand hesitated, as if prepared to withdraw. "Would you like me to go?"
"No!" Her hand shot out to clasp his wrist with sudden desperation. "Stay, please."
A simple nod. "I will. Until you wish otherwise. But try to internalize my words. I know they might seem like enigmas now, especially given your fear."
Fear. He'd nailed it. Ruth was awash with it. A lifetime raised with the traditions and faith of her Mizrahi Jewish heritage, and she'd thought that some semblance of peace would greet her in death. Instead, she found herself here—in a landscape molded by her own despair. Why had she driven off that cliff? Her memory wavered, leaving her with a haunting emptiness that failed to provide any justification.
As if reading the tumult in her mind, Jeremiah framed her face with his hands. "Focus on me, Ruth."
Their eyes locked. She was struck by the shift in the hue of his irises—had they always been this golden? They flickered like a flame, radiant and warming. She could swear they had been brown before, but now, they seemed to shimmer with an almost supernatural luster.
"You have the ability to shape this world, Ruth. So, tell me, what is something that belongs to you and only you, a memory or a place that brings you solace? Find that comfort within yourself, and let it be your light in this shadow."
Ruth felt his words stir something deep within her, an awakening not just of her consciousness but of her soul. In this cryptic, afterlife liminality, Jeremiah's golden gaze seemed to offer her a shred of hope. She realized that maybe, just maybe, she could reclaim pieces of herself, even in the midst of eternal night.
"Focus inward, toward the depths of your soul. Let your eyes close," Jeremiah instructed, and she heeded his words. As her eyelids met, darkness enveloped her, but his voice—resolute, almost a whisper—was a comforting anchor in the void. "Envelop yourself in the beauty that once existed for you. What brought joy to your heart? And then think beyond that. What granted you serenity?"
As Ruth sifted through her memories, certain faces and moments flared brighter than others. Her sister, her husband, her father—each a complex tapestry of love and discord. She thought of Tel Aviv, bathed in the sacred calm that comes between twilight and dawn—a hushed cityscape that seemed to pause in its restlessness, as if in reverence to her solitude.
Slowly, the ambience around her transformed. A palpable electricity quivered in the air, resonating with the vibration of her thoughts. The metaphysical scenery blurred and reshaped itself; she felt as if storm clouds were gathering on her mental horizon, their looming presence both soothing and invigorating.
Emboldened, Ruth's thoughts took flight, circling back to her childhood. She recalled her fascination with a picture of a castle—an ethereal fortress with stone spires reaching for the heavens, guarded by dragons and gargoyles etched into the masonry like watchful sentinels. She had yearned for the day she'd become a princess within those walls; on her wedding day, that dream had hovered tantalizingly within reach.
Yet her sanctuary wasn't confined to a mere castle; it was a labyrinthine city teeming with gothic edifices, a floral tapestry of roses and oleander painting the scenery in hues of love and death. It was also a tranquil lake inhabited by a family of ducks—a secluded spot she'd visited alone once, and then again with Asher. An amalgamation of places she’d cherished, a composite of stolen moments and fervent dreams that never saw the light of day.
The world around her trembled as she concentrated, almost as if reality itself were quaking under the weight of her memories and desires. Jeremiah's hands remained steadfast on her face, their warmth a grounding force that centered her as she navigated this untethered realm. 
Each thought was like a stroke of a brush, each memory a splash of color on a canvas, and she felt, more than saw, her surroundings metamorphose. As if the universe were a responsive organism, her personal refuge began to manifest around her, guided by the kaleidoscope of her soul’s most intimate yearnings. 
Jeremiah's touch and voice were the beacons that guided her through this arcane transformation. And Ruth realized, her heart pounding against the cage of her ribs, that she was actively weaving the tapestry of her own eternity. In this hauntingly beautiful, eternal twilight, she was both the artist and the masterpiece, and she could almost taste the imminent rain—bitter and sweet, like life itself—ready to cleanse and consecrate her newfound world.
As Ruth delved deeper into her memories, her thoughts turned to the forgotten symphony of tiny heartbeats that once filled her life—the dogs and cats, yes, but also the unconventional companions like birds, rodents, lizards, tarantulas, and even a miniature cow she'd tried to raise indoors at one point. Each critter, whether rescued or reared, had a chapter in the story of her existence. With each recollection, her inner world expanded like a universe spiraling outward, generating new constellations of joy.
When her eyes fluttered open, she found herself encased not in obsidian darkness, but in an eerie, transcendent luminescence. She was in the middle of a city, yet it was a grotesque rendition of Tel Aviv. The buildings that loomed before her were a disquieting fusion of the contemporary and the ancient, draped in Gothic details that made the stone structures appear as if they were weeping.
The gargoyles perched atop the buildings were more imposing than their earthly counterparts. With gnarled horns and searing red eyes, they seemed not like mere statues, but guardians imbued with a malevolent vitality. Dominating this surreal landscape was a castle. In many ways, it reflected the childish sketches she’d drawn long ago, yet it exuded an ineffable darkness that mirrored the cavernous recesses of her soul.
Jeremiah broke the silence. "You've done well, Ruth. This is the sanctuary of your soul. Whenever the world outside gets too overwhelming, you can retreat here."
"But why does it look so…so macabre? Is it because I’m in Gehinom?" Ruth questioned, her eyes fixated on the storm clouds brooding above.
Jeremiah remained silent, his expression as inscrutable as a fading dream. She didn't need his answer to understand that even her sanctuary couldn't fully escape the shadows that followed her.
Stepping into the castle, she beckoned for Jeremiah to accompany her. And he did.
Within, the castle defied its foreboding exterior. Mounted beside the entryway was a mezuzah, and she felt a pulse of ancestral energy as she paused to kiss it. The interior was startlingly modern, a paradox to its ancient facade. Wide windows let in an ethereal, storm-filtered light that painted the walls in shades of dusk and dawn. The archways were open, unhindered by doors, inviting rather than imposing—a space designed not to cage the spirit but to set it free.
She peered into a room and found an expansive bathing area, adorned with tiles in hues of blue and white, a tranquil oasis that promised solace and contemplation. Black towels, soft and inviting, were neatly folded on a wooden bench.
But it was the next room that took her breath away.
Ruth gasped, her eyes widening, her heart stuttering as if awakening to a newfound rhythm. The room she found touched a deep, almost sacred part of her—a hidden corner of her soul where hope and despair, light and darkness, mingled in a delicate dance. And in that fleeting moment, she understood that her sanctuary, as hauntingly beautiful as it was, was a canvas that held the complexities, the contradictions, the full tapestry of her being.
"What is this abomination?" Ruth's voice reverberated with a mix of awe and horror as she stepped further into the room.
"It appears to be a menagerie," Jeremiah replied, his tone uncharacteristically flat in the face of the room's grotesque spectacle.
"These aren't just animals," Ruth retorted with indignation and a disconcerting unease. Aquariums were embedded in the floor and one wall, creating an illusion that she was walking on water—a translucent surface beneath which swam monstrosities. Fish with bulbous bodies and excessive teeth darted below her, as if dredged up from the most nightmarish abysses of the ocean.
A disquieting display unfolded before her eyes. A smaller, gaunt creature lunged toward a larger fish, its jaws unhinging serpentinely. A swirl of bubbles and a mist of blood erupted. When the water cleared, only the smaller predator remained.
Sickened, Ruth lifted her gaze to the mesh canopy above. It was a roost, but for what? Birds perched there, though 'birds' felt like too innocuous a word for these creatures. Their feathers, awash in shades of obsidian and blood-red, seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. Trios of eyes—each center one a malevolent red—scanned the room below. Crows, pigeons, and gulls had mutated into darker, predatory versions of themselves.
A blood-curdling screech ripped through the air, echoed by an unsettling cacophony from the other avian beasts. The noise awoke a howl from a tri-headed dog nestled on luxurious black bedding in the rear of the room. Its fur was darker than midnight, and its tails thumped rhythmically as Ruth neared it. It looked like the ancient Cerberus, but a Cerberus birthed from the loins of her own dark imagination.
The room was an aberration, a zoological nightmare rendered in haunting detail. Each creature seemed to have been bled of its innocence, turned into a gothic shadow of itself. Black cats had multiple mouths forming unsettling grins, lizards bore wing-like frills that allowed them fleeting flight.
"They're demonic," Ruth whispered, incredulous.
"They're yours," Jeremiah returned, his voice void of emotion.
"Mine?" Her eyes met his, dilating in disbelief and shock.
"You manifested them," he said. "And I must say, it's rather extraordinary. Animals are complex, difficult to echo. Humans are easier to envision, but this—this menagerie is a feat."
As if to punctuate his words, a tiny creature skittered across the floor—a gerbil, but not merely a gerbil. It bore antlers like a deer and had a mouth full of predatory teeth. Instinctively, Ruth snatched it up and cradled it in her arms.
"How is this impressive?" she stammered, staring at the creature. "It's horrifying."
"It's dark," Jeremiah allowed, "but does dark always equate to evil?"
"Yes!" Ruth's voice snapped like a whip. "Darkness corrupts. It takes the familiar and turns it grotesque, makes monsters out of innocents!"
Jeremiah looked at her, his eyes as inscrutable as ever. "But Ruth, isn't that the essence of you? You've lived in the overlap of light and darkness. These creatures—they're an extension of your soul's complexities. You can't deny them any more than you can deny yourself."
Ruth looked down at the 'gerbil' in her hands, its antlers delicate yet menacing, its teeth sharp but fragile. It was an oxymoron, a living paradox—much like her.
And for the first time, she wondered if maybe, just maybe, darkness wasn't solely a realm of evil but also a canvas of misunderstood beauty. But that thought was a fragile glimmer, a candle in an infinite dark, and Ruth wasn't yet sure if she had the courage to let it light her way.
Jeremiah continued with a poetic weight, “Do you think the night sky, awash with its celestial beauty, is abhorrent? What about the storm clouds—brooding yet awe-inspiring? The sumptuous hue of a fine wine, or the haunting blues of the ocean when the moonlight dances upon it? Do these shades of darkness only offer sanctuary to that which is monstrous?”
“These creatures are figments of my darkest fears, the beasts that prowled in the shadows underneath my childhood bed!” Ruth's voice quivered, her grip tightening around the chimeric gerbil.
“But you’re not that frightened child anymore, Ruth. Human perceptions evolve—instantly, ceaselessly. We continually revise our worldview with every sliver of new understanding. Each experience is a catalyst for broader re-evaluation.” Jeremiah stepped closer, his hands enveloping hers in a warm embrace.
The gerbil nestled within her grasp let out a timid squeak, its body squirming slightly before finding comfort and settling down. Despite its grotesque appearance, it appeared oddly content in her hands.
Jeremiah's fingertips grazed the creature’s fur as if seeking to comprehend its essence. “Our lives are an ever-changing tapestry, Ruth. To thrive within that fluidity, you too must evolve. These creatures—distorted though they may be—are born from facets of you.”
"Because I’m damned to Hell," she whispered.
"Because your soul reverberates with such potency that even here, in this surreal sanctuary, it finds a voice," he responded, his tone layered with the patience of a wise elder imparting hard-earned wisdom.
Ruth looked at the small, antlered rodent cradled in her hands and wrestled with her apprehensions. Yes, it bore the visage of the nightmares she'd once believed lurked under her bed. But was that enough to label it demonic?
She couldn't bring herself to think so.
Perhaps sensing her internal struggle, or maybe because other souls beckoned him, Jeremiah withdrew his hands and stepped back. "I'll leave you to your thoughts," he said softly, retreating from the room.
And so, Ruth was left alone—with her menagerie, her fears, and her contemplations. Yet, as she listened to the soft, slumberous squeaks of the creature in her hands, and the rhythmic thumping of the tri-headed dog's tails, her trepidations began to dissipate.
These weren't monsters; they were misunderstood fragments of herself, each resonating with the dissonant but uniquely harmonious symphony of her own complex soul. And in that realization, her fear began to wane, melting into something resembling acceptance—perhaps even appreciation.
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Creature Companions


In this surreal realm, suspended between fantasy and dread, the creatures became Ruth's allies, her comrades in loneliness. She split her days between the ornate corridors of her castle and the quaint hellhouse, navigating the labyrinth of her afterlife. The cloud-swathed skies remained constant, the scent of rain always on the verge of breaking through but never coming—a paradoxical climate that somehow seemed perfect in its melancholy. 
Lulled into a semblance of peace, Ruth’s defenses began to wane. Visions of Asher intruded, like haunting fragments of a past love story, filling her with an almost palpable yearning. Whenever Jeremiah tried to explain the complexities of this realm's boundaries, his cryptic words escaped her comprehension.
Her tri-headed canine companion, endearingly christened Leah, Yael, and Adina--or just 'the girls' became her confidants. They shadowed her with a loyalty that transcended the essence of this infernal place. Three heads, three tails, a singular soul binding them together in a place where souls were an enigma.
It was during a moment of domestic normalcy, a truce following one of the tri-headed squabbles, that the sudden shift occurred. With Ruth settled in her antiquated chair beside a flickering fire, her gaze met theirs as they all emitted a synchronized, plaintive whine.
Their collective gaze darted toward the entrance. The tension was palpable. 
"Girls," Ruth commanded with an authoritative clarity, "Sit."
The heads of Leah, Yael, and Adina turned in indecision—Leah whined, Yael snorted, Adina growled—but ultimately obeyed. 
In the threshold stood Asher, his eyes meeting Ruth’s with a bewildered intensity. When he saw that she had noticed him, he began to retreat. Ruth held her ground. No more chasing phantoms. Besides, the intimidating presence of her multi-headed companion would only terrify him further.
Although immersed in a realm shrouded in darkness, Ruth felt no inclination to be consumed by it, to become a cautionary tale of damnation. And she certainly didn't want her peculiar but beloved pets to inherit her confusion, her darkness.
So she settled back into her chair, her heart frayed yet hopeful. Leah's whine, followed by grumbles from Yael and Adina, interrupted the silence again.
"Stay," she murmured, snapping her fingers. The underworld's guardians responded with disciplined stillness. “Stay.”
Suddenly, Asher’s voice filled the room, tinged with vulnerability. "Ruth?"
Her heart trembled in her chest, resuscitating long-dormant emotions. "Yes, Asher?"
"I don’t understand what’s happening," he confessed, his eyes a tableau of soulful confusion.
She glanced back at him over the top of her chair, her arm draped casually but charged with tension. "It’s been so long, Asher. What part of our story is still a puzzle to you?"
He hesitated, his eyes darting nervously to the eerie yet majestic 'dog.' "I remember we were supposed to be married, but beyond that...I'm adrift."
"May I come to you?" Ruth inquired, her voice softened with caution.
The conflict was evident in Asher’s gaze as he weighed his answer, his eyes dancing between Ruth and her spectral companions. A moment stretched between them, laden with history, fear, and a lingering, unspoken love.
With a glance back at her three-headed companion, Ruth made her command clear, imbuing each word with maternal authority. "Stay. Stay. Stay. Do you understand?" Her fingers brushed gently across each head before giving Yael’s ear a playful tug. "Stay."
They sank into a forlorn heap on the ground, obeying their mistress while a cloud of disappointment hovered over them. 
Ruth turned her attention toward Asher, who lingered like a ghost in the threshold. As she extended her hand toward him, he took it, his fingers icy—a stark contrast to Jeremiah’s warm touch. The thought crossed her mind that this difference might be some peculiar side-effect of a celestial commute between realms as opposing as Heaven and Hell.
“Let’s walk,” she suggested, a subtle shiver of excitement lacing her words.
And they did. Through the labyrinthine gardens they wandered, where twisted blooms and unyielding foliage whispered secrets in languages long forgotten. The air was thick with an indescribable nostalgia that knitted the tattered edges of Ruth's heart, filling her with an emotion that was both piercing and comforting. 
It evolved into a strange but heartfelt routine. Asher didn't appear every day, yet his visits were frequent enough to foster anticipation. They would find solace in the surreal gardens or explore her self-crafted lake with Jeremiah. Sometimes, they'd visit an unsettling amusement park, its rusted rides echoing with the laughter of phantoms.
Ruth always wore her wedding gown, a poignant testament to a love that transcended even the most esoteric boundaries. Her tri-headed companion often trailed behind her, obedient to her every command. Asher himself was an enigma—sometimes almost feral, requiring her soothing reassurances, and other times, nearly his old self.
Given the complex path Asher had navigated from celestial heights to her nether realm, Ruth reasoned that a good wife must show patience. After all, if he had braved the journey from Heaven to this apparitional realm solely for her, what were a few quirks between husband and wife?
Emboldened by this realization, she broached an idea, the words laced with a tone of invitational intimacy. “I want to remember something.”
“Remember what?” Asher replied, his face a blank canvas awaiting her brushstrokes.
“We have the power to shape this place, Asher. I've done it before. What I desire is to recreate the moment we first crossed paths. Will you accompany me?”
With a hesitant nod, Asher agreed, allowing Ruth to lead him away from the labyrinth of oleanders and toward a marketplace. It was eerily vacant, yet the stalls materialized, contorted like the twisted roots of an ancient tree. The world around them quivered momentarily, as if reality itself were unsure of its next move.
In that instant, the marketplace became more than just a setting. It became a sanctuary for their fractured memories—a place to reconstruct what had been lost, and perhaps, rediscover who they had once been. It shimmered in existence around them, fraught with the weight of their history and the promise of their unfathomable future.
The harder Ruth concentrated, the more the spectral outlines of a memory began to solidify around them. Faceless vendors at stalls babbled incoherent words as if conjured from the depths of some arcane language. Above them, an unfathomable number of crows circled—yet these were not the simple black birds of their original encounter, but denizens of this otherworldly aviary, endowed with elongated talons and myriad eyes.
The air felt heavy, choked with the winged darkness that perched on stall tops, open doors, and invisible ledges—ubiquitous as the silence between words.
"Oh," Asher said, his voice devoid of emotion, as if the words were being peeled off his very soul. "Is this the day we first met? There are so many birds."
"Before, there weren’t this many birds." A trace of vexation seeped into her tone as her hands grasped Asher’s with a desperate strength. "I need you to focus, Asher. You're adrift between realities, but this—this is important. This is the anchor. Us. Remember us?”
"I don’t remember," Asher confessed.
Frustration welled up inside Ruth like an overflowing dam. "We crossed paths while I was walking home. You stumbled into me and, as a self-imposed penance, insisted on carrying my bags. You were already kind, Asher, filling the air with questions as if to map out the contours of my soul. And when you met Tovah, my sister, you showed her the same warmth."
Asher's gaze remained vacant, a misty window to a foggy landscape, refusing to mirror her urgency. The unsettling crows above them grew increasingly turbulent, mimicking Ruth's inner tumult.
"And yet," Asher began, his eyes widening with awe as he craned his neck to study the swirling tapestry of avian ire above, "I’ve never seen anything quite like this."
"No, you haven’t," Ruth sighed, her voice tinged with exhaustion. "Because this isn't our memory. It's a broken echo, a shattered mirror. I'm trying to be the woman you deserve, Asher. Please try to remember."
But before the words had fully settled, the atmosphere around them trembled like fractured glass under strain. The gibbering crowd disappeared, leaving behind an empty marketplace—now a theater for their tragedy. Only the malevolent birds remained, like curses suspended in the air.
In a surge of frustration, Ruth snatched up a stone and hurled it skyward, her voice cracking like a whip. "Go home!"
Her missile cut through the thick air, collided with the swirling black mass, and dispersed it.
"That was mean, Ruth," Asher admonished, a frown etching its way onto his face.
But before Ruth could respond, Asher paused, his eyes dropping to his hands. They began to fade, not like mist dissipating in the morning sun, but like static disintegrating on a forgotten television screen. He fragmented, splintering into shards of absence, disappearing before the sentence could find its conclusion.
And just like that, he was gone. Ruth was left standing alone in the spectral remains of a memory that never was, surrounded by the unsettling quietude—a silence as deep and as inscrutable as the man she so desperately wanted to remember.
Tears of vexation coursed down Ruth's cheeks, their salty trails painting temporary war lines on her skin. "Why can't I get it right?" Her words were whispers in the wind, desperate and bitter. "Even in this realm, where chaos is the only law, I'm a failure!"
With a guttural cry, she lashed out at a nearby garbage can, sending it tumbling. As it overturned, it spewed a heap of inky crow feathers onto the ground—a cruel mockery of her attempt to reconstruct reality. Frustrated beyond reason, Ruth turned away.
What commenced as an indignant march soon evolved into a purposeful trek, drawing her towards the haunting playground that was the amusement park. It was a place where Jeremiah, her spectral companion, frequently lingered. As if cued by her thoughts, she found him beside the forsaken merry-go-round.
"I need answers," Ruth's voice crackled with urgency. "What's happening with Asher?"
Instead of responding, Jeremiah merely gestured upward. "Behold, the roller coaster."
Annoyance tugged at Ruth, ready to snap back, but as her eyes met the spectacle above, she paused. The once decayed and rusting behemoth had morphed into a wonder of gleaming steel and obsidian paint. The carts, now articulated as metal spiders, skittered up and down the tracks at a breakneck pace. Most astonishing were the intertwined loops, bending and arching to create a heart-shaped pattern.
"It's the spider from my room," Ruth whispered, awed. "I had hoped it would be my neighbor."
"A neighbor?" Jeremiah chuckled. "I can't say your vision transpired exactly as you wished, but it manifested nonetheless, did it not?"
"When did this transformation occur?"
"I found it this way."
"Then it must be Asher's doing."
"Are you implying Asher reshaped the roller coaster?"
"Not exactly. His presence restored my hope, which in turn brought a semblance of order to this turbulent realm. When I'm settled, this world settles. Isn't that what you've always been trying to tell me?" Ruth said, piecing it together.
Jeremiah arched an eyebrow, ever the interrogator. "And Asher's visit today left you feeling settled?"
It was a trap, and Ruth knew it. Admitting her turmoil might grant her insight into Asher’s peculiar behavior, but at the cost of confessing her emotional disarray.
"He's my husband. His presence should comfort me," she insisted, her lips pressed into a stubborn line.
Jeremiah only hummed, neither approving nor denying. "Regardless, the transformation is a positive sign. It strengthens the boundaries of your dominion."
"Do you actually care about that?"
"My role as your reaper is to protect you."
"Really? I thought you were just here to collect my soul."
He paused, his face unreadable. "No, that's not all there is to it."
Whatever truth he hid behind those eyes, her question seemed to have struck a nerve. With nary another word, Jeremiah vanished, leaving Ruth alone.
As she stood there, watching the mechanical spiders ascend and descend the heart-shaped coaster, a fleeting but genuine smile etched its way across her face. For a moment, amid the chaos and questions, Ruth found a shard of solace.
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Uneasy Simulacrum


Jeremiah felt an ambivalence when it came to the simulacrum—a shadowy doppelganger crafted of Ruth's deepest longings and fears. He'd have preferred to exorcise such an entity, but that fell beyond the purview of his role as her reaper. As they made their exit from the amusement park, a place contorted by dread yet pulsating with a nascent vitality, Ruth's fingers closed around his hand like a spectral tether. 
"Jeremiah," she paused, standing still just twenty feet from the rusty gate that delineated this haunting playground. "When you made him vanish, did he really disappear? Is he gone?"
"He’s back at the house." His voice resonated with the flatness of a tombstone inscription. 
"Can you manipulate other things too? Is that why this landscape seems to have a mind of its own?" Her grip tightened as if she were trying to siphon understanding through their connected hands.
"What are you implying?" he questioned, his eyes dark voids under the wash of a nebulous sky.
"Some days, the journey to this place feels endless. Others, it's as if I've barely taken three steps and I’m here." Her words lingered in the air like cobwebs.
"No, that's not me," Jeremiah clarified, his voice fringed with a hint of irritation. "All I can do is reinforce the boundary, hold the darklings at bay." His gaze then roamed to the far reaches of this malleable purgatory. "And they are growing in number, more than they should."
"Darklings? Like those winged women you referred to as harpies?" Ruth's eyes were windows clouded by confusion.
Leading her past the nightmarish merry-go-round and through the gate, he elaborated, "Darklings are manifestations. These scapes emit a staggering amount of energy, usually dark."
A mirthless chuckle escaped Ruth’s lips. "It is Gehinom, after all. What else should I expect?"
A faint smirk touched Jeremiah's face before he continued, "Not every scape is the same, not every soul is the same. What you encounter in these realms—"
"Like the casino one?"
"Yes, like the one with the casino." He yearned to divulge more, to dissect the metaphysics of these ever-changing realms, but a soul had to find its own path, build its own strength.
They reached the oleander path where darkness was beginning to congregate in thick clouds overhead. Patches of sickly yellow light broke through as a demonic crow swooped down, briefly landing before them. It cocked its many-eyed head, as if examining their souls, before taking flight once more.
"So, my world shifts because I subconsciously will it to?" Ruth mused aloud, only to dismiss her own theory. "No, that can't be right."
"Give it more thought," Jeremiah urged.
"But that’s not even the point," Ruth countered, her brows knitted together as she pulled some stray strands of hair from her mouth.
"It’s not?" Jeremiah looked askance at her, taken aback.
"No," she insisted, shaking her head fervently. "The point is, you made the simulacrum vanish. Can you do it permanently?"
His answer came swift, accompanied by a chilling finality. "No. And I’ve already told you that."
"But you haven't told me why."
"Yes, I have." At a fork in the path, framed by trees that appeared like dark specters against the twilight, Jeremiah took Ruth’s hand and brought it close to his lips without making contact. "Answers won't materialize neatly before you, Ruth. They’re enigmas, designed to test your mettle."
Her eyes fixed on the point where their hands met, her expression a canvas of untold thoughts.
"But I know you. You’re a font of strength, woven with resilience and intellect. You can unravel these riddles."
"What does 'you know me' mean?" Ruth asked, her gaze piercing as it met his, her eyes alight like candles glowing within sepulchers.
He remained silent—a sentinel guarding secrets that were not yet ripe for revelation. Instead, he kissed her knuckles softly, releasing her hand as if relinquishing a talisman.
"Tell me about when you fell in love," he redirected the conversation.
She scrutinized him. "You’re evading the subject."
"I truly want to know," Jeremiah insisted. "When did you realize he was the one you wanted to marry?"
Indecision played across her face, her lips a tight crescent as she pondered—should she press for answers or take this rare moment to speak of her living love? Eventually, her love for Asher tipped the scales.
They veered left at the fork, walking toward the house. 
"We had been courting for a few months," she began, her voice tinged with a far-off nostalgia. "And I was apprehensive."
A subtle grin emerged on Jeremiah's lips. "You were?"
"Yes, imagine that. Tovah, my sister, is a cornerstone in my life. Any suitor who wishes to diminish her role is no suitor of mine. Most men have little time for her needs. She’s a unique soul."
Jeremiah responded with a hum, urging her to continue.
Emboldened, Ruth spoke more freely. "But Asher was different—he included Tovah as though she were his own family. How could I not fall irrevocably in love with such a man?"
"How could you not," Jeremiah echoed, the words thick in his mouth as he bit the inside of his cheek in contemplation.
"Have you ever been in love?" Ruth’s words were a soft inquiry that seemed to hang in the air between them.
"No, not in the way you understand it," Jeremiah confessed. "We reapers are an enigma, different from humans in numerous ways."
By now, they could see the house. Its fence was a harrowing tableau of demon crows, their eyes like smoldering embers. They perched on the iron rungs, observing Ruth and Jeremiah with an intensity that bordered on malevolent scrutiny.
"So?" Ruth was undeterred. "You have a spectrum of emotions. I’ve seen you flustered, even irate, and yes—I've seen hints of a smile on your face. Look, you’re almost smiling now!"
In that moment, as if in concession to her keen observations, the corners of Jeremiah's lips twitched upward. It was a smile so faint, so ephemeral, it was as if he'd momentarily forgotten his own rules, a flicker of humanity in the eternal twilight that was his existence.
The corners of Jeremiah's mouth had briefly succumbed to the gravity of a smile before he wrestled them back to neutrality. But Ruth's eyes, ever discerning, had caught that fleeting flicker.
"I don't think you're the emotional monolith you aim to appear as," Ruth remarked, her words laden with an unspoken challenge.
"I never claimed to be void of feelings," Jeremiah countered, a touch defensively. "I said they differ from human sensibilities."
Ruth paused before the looming gate, her fingers wrapping around its ancient metal bars. "They don't seem so different to me."
"Trust me, they are," he said, his voice a draught of dry ice. "Duty weighs heavier for me."
"Everyone has duties. Rabbis, doctors, family members caring for their own. We're not void of emotions."
Jeremiah stepped closer, his fingers drifting to touch the contour of her cheek. Her skin was still warm, though the lifeblood had ceased to flow through her veins—an incongruity only possible in this realm of existence. She would never shiver in the cold, yet could forever be trembling in fear. She would never hunger for food, yet might perennially ache for clarity. She could bleed, but never perish.
Sensations and states had been eradicated, only to be supplanted by paradoxical alternatives. 
"Jeremiah?" Ruth's voice broke through, whisper-soft.
Startled, he realized he had drawn unbearably close to her, the space between them now a tangible tension. His hand still cradled her cheek.
"Your duty doesn't eclipse everything," she whispered, as if imparting a sacred revelation.
The words struck him like a hex. Abruptly, he retreated, his black robes billowing around him as he took hasty steps back. "Enjoy your evening, Ruth. Reflect upon our conversation in the amusement park. And the simulacrum."
Her eyes met his, creased with something he couldn't discern—was it bewilderment or ire? 
It was a lie. He simply lacked the courage to scrutinize the nuanced emotions pooling in her gaze.
"Remember, the simulacrum’s fate reverberates back to you," he warned, urgency veiling his voice. He could no longer stand so close, suffocated by the weight of unspoken truths and festering secrets. "He will return, and you must brace yourself."
"Alright," she responded with an acceptance that unnerved him. "I'll be ready."
As he retreated into the shadowy expanse, forsaking the path for the untamed underbrush beside it, he felt the watchful demon crows take to the sky, screeching their cacophonous departure.
Jeremiah allowed the engulfing darkness to claim him, vanishing into the obscurity he had come to call both a sanctuary and a prison.




23
[image: image-placeholder]







Aunt Maggie's Fate


Aunt Maggie didn't survive long--in fact, her earthly life met a brutal, untimely end. 
Ahmed discovered her in a horrific state—shot thrice, one bullet unforgettably lodged in her head. Her home, now a crime scene, had been ransacked, stripped of anything of value. Her husband and Tilly packed up and vanished by the next sunrise, leaving Tovah engulfed in a silence that was both heavy and piercing.
Not that Tovah had room for more chaos in her life. Nightly, the visceral sense of being observed clung to her, stalking her regardless of her refuge—whether beneath cozy blankets or contorted under her bed, whether clutching Asher’s lighter for imagined safety or shoving it into the depths of a drawer.
One evening, in a tentative experiment, she’d sought asylum on the living room couch, only for her father to discover her, reproach her, and send her back to her room. And yet, that eerie, vigilant presence hadn’t waned.
Tonight was no exception.
Alongside that inescapable feeling, a new sensation emerged—a faint, eerie creak radiated from her closet, as though its hinges were reluctantly giving way. Heart pounding, Tovah yanked her blanket overhead, sealing herself within a flimsy fabric fortress. That unseen entity—whatever or whoever was observing her—had breached her sanctuary.
But how?
"Don’t be afraid," whispered a voice, so peculiar and melodic that it could belong neither to the living nor the dead.
Tovah pressed her face harder into her pillow, her body rigid with dread.
"Don’t be afraid, little bird," the voice reiterated, emanating from no specific direction. It felt as though the very walls had learned to speak, or perhaps the air itself had gained a sentient voice.
Though the voice lilted as if aiming to soothe, terror clamped down on Tovah’s soul. Her jaw was clenched so hard she could feel her molars grinding against each other. She hugged her pillow tightly, the pressure almost contorting the bridge of her nose.
Her thoughts spiraled. First, it was Asher and Ruth, then Aunt Maggie, followed by the fraying threads of her immediate family. And now, this entity—what even was it?
A part of her yearned for courage, to throw off her self-made blanket shield and face the unseen. But terror choked that fleeting bravery. Ruth, her protective older sister, was no longer there to ward off nebulous threats.
A soft, pitiful sound bubbled up from her throat. The closet creaked ominously again. Tovah’s breath caught, her nose hurting as she shoved it even harder into the pillow.
Her hands darted up to clasp the blanket, her knuckles whitening from the force. It caused her joints and her already-taut jaw to ache in tandem. A sob, strangled and unyielding, began to mount within her quivering form.
Ruth was a void—an absence so profound that it was almost tangible.
Gone. She was irrevocably, tragically gone. A self-inflicted fate, which made her a taboo subject within the four walls of the family home. Tovah emitted a feeble, yearning noise from deep within her throat. She wished she could simply melt through the floor, dissolve into nonexistence.
Yet, that wasn't an option.
What would Ruth have done in a situation like this? And Asher? They had both been fearless—shining beacons of courage. Tovah was paralyzed with fear, but she longed to emulate them. More than that, she longed for the ordeal to end. Neither Ruth nor Asher had lived their lives confined by fear.
Ruth had never hidden—she faced the world head-on.
Summoning every ounce of strength, Tovah inhaled deeply. With a singular, swift movement, she hurled her blanket off and launched herself out of bed, letting out a scream so piercing that it set her throat aflame and made her lungs quiver.
Footsteps thundered in the hallway outside. Tovah's scream morphed into words, her voice escalating, her fists clenched at her sides. "Go away, go away, go away!"
The door burst open, light flooding the room as Ahmed, her father, hurried to her side. Without a word, he scooped her into his arms, her body convulsing with sobs.
"Make it go away, Abba!" Tovah shrieked with desperation as her arms snaked around his neck.
Ahmed’s eyes darted around the room, palpable concern lacing his voice. "What am I making go away, Tovah? There's nothing here. Nothing."
He tried to lower her back onto the bed, but she clung to him like a lifeline, her body racked with sobs. "It is here, Abba! It watches me every night. Tonight, it was in the closet!"
With a deep sigh, Ahmed managed to extricate himself from Tovah’s grasp. He approached the closet, gently nudging the door open. Illuminated by the harsh overhead light, all that met her eyes were her clothes and her dollhouse—a shabby collection of off-brand, well-loved dolls stored neatly inside.
A sound, pitiful and vulnerable, like that of a fledgling bird, escaped Tovah’s lips. She rubbed at her face with her hands. “It was there, Abba. You don’t believe me?”
“I believe that sometimes, bad dreams can seem real.” Ahmed stepped back over to his daughter. “And I believe that sometimes, bad things in our world can cause bad dreams. Now back into bed.”
Ahmed tugged the sheet down, giving Tovah an unspoken ultimatum. With a choked, forlorn sound, she complied, climbing back into her bed. 
"Tovah, life is so unforgiving at the moment, and you're so young, so fragile," he said, pulling the covers up to her chin and brushing strands of dark hair away from her forehead. "But you're showing remarkable bravery. Do you understand that?"
"I don't feel brave." She blinked at him.
"But that's exactly when we are most brave."
"What do you mean?" 
"Bravery isn't about the absence of fear," Ahmed explained softly. "It's about feeling that fear acutely and choosing to live despite it."
A weighted pause filled the room. Then, Tovah asked, "Do you think Ruth wasn't brave?"
Ahmed hesitated, caught off guard by the question. Despite his deep love for Ruth, societal perceptions surrounding suicide had left an indelible imprint on him.
Tovah turned her back to her father, pulling the covers tighter around her. "Ruth was brave," she declared with stubborn resolve. "And she would have believed me when I said that something was watching me."
"Your sister believed in many things," Ahmed said, his shoulders slumping in a moment of vulnerability. "But not all those things were rooted in reality, Tovah. Ruth was..."
He trailed off, the words stuck in his throat.
Tovah sniffled audibly.
Sounding frustrated, Ahmed drew in a deep breath and exhaled. "Go to sleep, my little bird. Tomorrow, we'll do something to lift your spirits, alright?"
Tovah's silence spoke volumes.
Ahmed paused in the doorway as he left, casting a final look at his daughter. "I'll leave the hallway light on for you."
Click. The bedroom light was extinguished, leaving the hall light as the sole source of illumination. But its glow did little to dispel the darkness that instantly closed back in around Tovah.
As soon as her father left, the oppressive sensation of being watched returned, as chilling as ever. Only now, Tovah understood what lurked behind that watchful gaze.
It wasn't just blind fury or indiscriminate malice.
It was a gnawing, ravenous hunger.
And Tovah realized, with a dread that settled deep in her bones, that sooner or later she would become its next meal.
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Proposal Out of Place


"Will you marry me?" Asher dropped to one knee, his eyes sparkling as earnestly as the golden ring he extended toward her. One moment they were beside a rippling river; the next, ensconced in a nondescript building; then suddenly amidst the hustle and bustle of a market. Their surroundings shifted like the scenes in a flipbook, each transition disorienting. 
"Asher," Ruth waved her hands, attempting to steady the world around her. "You need to focus. Something's not right here."
As if someone had finally stopped flipping through the pages of their life, the world froze. Asher remained on bended knee, his hands still offering the ring, yet his eyes were darting around the space as though trying to locate something he'd lost.
"What's wrong with this?" Asher questioned, bewildered. "This is our home, isn't it?"
Ruth tried to lace her voice with compassion as she responded. "You didn't propose to me here, at home." Gently pulling him to his feet, she watched as the ring dematerialized, only to reappear on her finger. Their fingers interlaced, she held his hands tightly.
"I didn't?" His eyes were clouded with confusion.
"You really don't remember?"
With a shake of his head, Asher only deepened Ruth's frown. She had initially thought watching old memories might anchor him, but when that failed to make any lasting impression, she'd resorted to acting them out. Neither strategy had worked. Either their world got flooded with surreal elements—like the mannequins that inexplicably filled the room of their first date—or Asher became so disoriented that he couldn't identify the events or the settings.
Their reality would flicker and warp, becoming so disorienting that even Ruth struggled to maintain her composure.
"I thought focusing on significant life events might make it easier for you," Ruth lamented, her voice tinged with sorrow. "But that's not working either. There's one more crucial thing that's happened recently, but I'm hesitant to go there, especially if this is going to happen again."
She waved her hand at the walls of what she had come to think of as their hellhouse. The familiar but distorted surroundings had encroached upon them again.
Asher surveyed the space, his expression unreadable. Finally, he asked, "Does it truly upset you that I can't remember things accurately?"
Ruth sighed, her eyes searching his. "Yes," she admitted, abandoning any pretense of softening the blow. "If you could remember things the way they were, we could pretend that everything was normal, that this—whatever this is—is okay. Do you understand, Asher? We could fix this. Being dead wouldn't have to matter."
"But it does," he whispered, his words tinged with a solemnity that neither could escape.
"It shouldn't! We're still together," Ruth exclaimed, throwing her hands up in the air. "I know you can't stay here forever; I'm trying to fix that. But in the meantime, if we could just make it so you remembered—"
"I remember the wedding…"
Ruth's eyes lit up. "You do?"
Asher nodded and gestured to his clothes. "I've always been ready for it, Ruth. That's why I'm here. To marry you."
So excited that she barely noticed his odd phrasing, Ruth wrapped her arms around her husband and pulled him in for a hug. "Then we'll get married. Wait here!"
As quickly as she could, Ruth rushed to her master bedroom where the wardrobe was inexplicably filled with identical wedding dresses. The spider had long since vanished, but the ceiling was adorned with intricate, heart-shaped webs. She grabbed a new dress and slipped it on, letting the clean, white fabric cascade over her.
Energized, she returned to the main room, only to find it had transformed into a synagogue, just as she had pictured it, just as she remembered. The freestanding structure was adorned with flowers: white roses and baby's breath intertwined along the supports. The top of the chuppah bore the same lavish boughs of greenery and blooms.
The air was scented with the sweetness of flowers and perfume. The crowd was present, albeit faceless. Ruth forced herself not to focus on anyone too closely, which was simple enough considering she couldn't take her eyes off Asher.
As she approached him, it dawned on her what Asher must have meant.
This was Gan Eden—or a glimpse of it, at least. A moment of pure love and perfection, reenacted endlessly. Was this the utopian bliss he lived each day he wasn't with her? Was that why they were both still dressed in their wedding attire?
Asher took her hands as she drew near. The rabbi began to speak, but his words were unintelligible—backward, slowed down, or perhaps even in a language she didn't recognize. It might have been Hindi for all the sense it made to her.
Yet, it didn't matter. She remembered the seven blessings.
"Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine. Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who has created all things for His glory. Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, Creator of man."
A smile graced Ruth's lips, unstoppable and genuine. This wasn't the same, of course. Her first wedding hadn't unfolded as it should have—an irrevocable event that had, in some mysterious way, landed her in Hell.
But this was different. It was a chance to start anew, to relive the day as it was meant to be enjoyed. And for that moment, enveloped in love and the illusion of perfection, it was enough.
Asher smiled back at her, his expression almost doughy. Something odd was happening to the world around them. It wasn't fracturing, which was Ruth's initial fear, but instead growing brighter. The colors became almost painful to look at, and a strange light emanated from the flowers adorning the chuppah.
"Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who created man in His image, in the image of His likeness. He fashioned his form and prepared for him an everlasting edifice. Blessed are You, L-rd, Creator of man. May barren Jerusalem rejoice and be happy at the gathering of her children to her midst in joy. Blessed are You, L-rd, who gladdens Zion with her children."
"Asher," Ruth whispered, "what is that light?"
"You're beautiful," he responded, as if that answer made any sense at all. A nervous sensation scratched at the back of Ruth's heart.
She knew what that light was.
Shamayim.... Heaven.
It wasn't just this wedding; somehow, they had managed to stumble into Heaven itself—or at least, Asher's version of it. That explained the growing brightness; it was Heaven shining through the veil of Ruth's Hell.
"Grant abundant joy to these loving friends, as You bestowed gladness upon Your created being in the Garden of Eden of old. Blessed are You, L-rd, who gladdens the groom and bride…"
But she wasn't meant to be in Heaven. She wasn't allowed to be here. Ruth had taken her own life, a sin deemed unforgivable, stripping her of any chance at eternal glory. Asher's smile grew unnaturally wide.
The sound of hard candies being tossed onto the floor nearby filled the room—except they weren't candies. They were human teeth. A jolt of fear shot through her.
"You're not focusing," Asher said, tilting his head to the side.
Ruth's gaze snapped to him. There was something off about his face. It wasn't disintegrating or cracking; it actually looked the same. It was his eyes—had they always been this vacant? As if they were mere shards of glass pressed into the smooth clay of his face.
The rabbi spoke again in that garbled voice and made a gesture with his hand, repeating it twice in rapid succession. More teeth clattered onto the stage. Ruth realized she was not just holding things up; her emotional upheaval over Heaven's intrusion was causing the memory to break down.
If she wanted to see this through to the end, she would need to force herself to focus.
"Oh!" Ruth blushed and pressed the ring back into Asher's grip. He stared at it, looking confused for a moment. It was a simple gold band, without any diamonds. To Ruth, it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. During her actual wedding, she had been so overwhelmed with emotion that she hadn't even taken the time to look at it. But now, focusing on the ring was far easier than fixating on the lights and teeth.
Eagerly, Ruth extended her hand, and Asher slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly, just as it had on that first day, and every day since. What was different? What had changed?
Her eyes widened. 
What came after this?
Marriage holds both sorrow and joy. By shattering this glass, you're giving physical form to your commitment to stand beside each other, even in death. You'll stay together even in the ground.
"That's not what he said!" Ruth spat, glaring at the expressionless rabbi, who remained silent, his garbled message already conveyed. "He didn't say anything about death or being buried! Asher, what's—"
She screamed and pulled away as the light flared up again, permeating the surroundings. The teeth popped like tiny firecrackers all around her. Ruth gathered her skirt and danced out of the way.
Snap, pop. Snap, pop. The fires ignited and extinguished like Asher's trusty lighter. Heaven and Hell could never coexist in the same space; was that what she was witnessing?
"We need to leave," Ruth told Asher urgently. "We need to go—"
But Asher collapsed onto the ground, as lifeless as he'd ever been.
She screamed. The world turned white, and suddenly, she was in the park. Asher was there—the one from her house—but when he smiled, he had too many teeth, and black crow feathers adorned the side of his neck.
"Let me help you up," he offered. "That's what I told you, isn't it, Ruth?"
"Stop it," Ruth shouted. "Stop it!"
The memory shattered, and she was back in her hellhouse, but Asher was nowhere to be found.
It had never been real. It had never been him. She had been so foolish! Of course, it was nothing more than a facsimile—a simulacrum. It was a mirror, a figment, something that had never truly existed, that could never truly exist.
Seeing him was just part of her own personal hell: seeing him but never having him.
Ruth should have known from the start.
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Soul Level


The world was unfurling at a lethargic pace, its movements honey-like and ponderous. Jeremiah found it frustrating, but years of existence had taught him that the pace of the soul seldom aligns with one's impatience. And Ruth Abadi, though a spirit he held in great esteem, was still an inexperienced soul—a tapestry of Arab-Israeli heritage and a turbulence of human emotions yet to be understood. 
A psychic ripple coursed through the air, prickling the nape of his neck. Ruth's energy quivered like a violin string struck too hard, no doubt ensnared in some visceral disquiet.
She was easily unsettled, but then again, weren't all humans? He questioned whether he'd once been as vulnerable, but his furrowed brow yielded no answers.
Before he could delve further into the recesses of his memory, Ruth collided into him, her face buried vehemently between his shoulder blades. "Jeremiah, make it go away!"
Casting a look over his shoulder, he beheld a distorted apparition of Asher standing hauntingly at the path's end. Its twisted visage suggested that its artifice had been unmasked. "Alright, Ruth."
Pivoting within the cocoon of her arms, Jeremiah curled one arm around her shoulder and extended the other toward the grotesque effigy. With a fluid sweep of his hand, the simulacrum evaporated into the mist. "It's gone."
Her face remained hidden in the folds of his robe, a fragile sanctuary. "What was that?"
Inhaling deeply, Jeremiah deliberated before speaking. "A fabrication, Ruth. A phantom conjured by your yearnings, your desires."
"I didn't want that! I wanted Asher!"
"He exists in his own separate realm," Jeremiah intoned softly, his words dripping like warm honey, designed to calm a soul as skittish as a frightened colt. "He can't come here."
Ruth retracted, her fists clenched in the fabric of his celestial robes. "You said we could travel! You said—I've done it too! Into another world!"
His hands found their way to the sides of her tear-streaked face. There was an electric charge in the closeness; her erratic yet beautiful soul held him spellbound. More enchanting than any soul he'd encountered thus far—undeniably so.
"I won't calm down. I'm tired of you never telling me what's happening!" Her voice trembled, and she moved backward. But Jeremiah simply moved with her, unwilling to break the tactile connection. Her tears clung to his fingertips, hot and salty, marking him in a way nothing else could.
"Ruth, you must understand—the world reacts to you, and you to it. The more you resist, the worse it will get. Your growing displeasure twisted the illusions, made them more malevolent."
The nuances of emotional equilibrium seemed overwhelmingly complicated to most humans. Jeremiah was a distant observer to their fleeting rages, their profound griefs—emotions he could scarcely recall experiencing himself. Yet he grasped the fragile equilibrium of this otherworldly landscape, this ethereal web spun between souls and their deepest fears and longings.
Time had etched the same scene onto the canvas of Jeremiah's memory more often than he could count. But still, he let a soft smile meander across his lips. His eyes locked onto Ruth's, her face a fusion of both Arab and Jewish ancestry—a beautiful mosaic of cultures and inherent complexities. Leaning down, he moved to press a chaste kiss onto her temple. A soothing benediction. Yet, he caught himself, arresting the impulse. Instead, he let their foreheads touch, as if they were two celestial bodies gravitating toward some ineffable truth.
"Calm," he murmured, the word a faint whisper, dissipating in the air between them.
Ruth's eyes expanded, vast pools of emotion. Even though his lips had never graced her skin, the almost-kiss hung in the air—a moment palpable yet intangible.
"You." She faltered, emitting a small guttural sound from her throat—a fusion of fear and vexation. Her words then changed course, as if scrambling for firmer ground. "Are you telling me Asher was never here? Not even at the beginning?"
Jeremiah nodded, his expression solemn. "Not even then."
"You never told me!" Her voice trembled as she pulled away, her hands clenched into tight, pulsating fists. "You never say anything to me!"
"In this realm, I am neither master nor puppeteer," he said, his voice tempered with a wisdom that transcended worlds. "I can only elucidate what you've already discerned. I can guide, offer counsel, but never manipulate. Both the world and I, we have our parts to play."
"That's not fair," she protested, her bottom lip protruding in a pout—a gesture both endearing and naive.
"Has fairness ever been a steadfast companion in your life, Ruth?" Jeremiah questioned, his tone etched with tender understanding.
The air around them thickened as a look of indescribable woe shadowed her face. She spun away from him, her arms defensively crossed over her chest. "I just wanted..."
He interjected, "What did you want? Not to be alone?"
Her patience splintered. "Why do you keep asking me when I've already told you?"
"Because your answers contain questions within them," he said calmly. "You claim loneliness, yet you are not truly alone. You have the curious creatures of this realm. You have the canine entity."
You have me—this thought grazed his consciousness but remained unspoken, its weight heavy in his silence. Instead, he reached for her hand, their fingers intertwining like tendrils of fate. It was a gesture imbued with humanity, perilously so. "You are not alone. Then why this facade?"
"Because I feel alone," she admitted as she allowed herself to be turned toward him. "I have felt alone—"
"Since your death?" he prompted, although they both sensed this was not her full truth.
"No, since always," she whispered, her voice frayed at the edges. "I only ever felt visible when Asher was near. I thought if I could find him here, we might find solace in our shared demise. But instead, I'm here! I'm dead and forsaken!"
Her words were like shards of glass—sharp, translucent, cutting through illusions to expose the fragile core of her existence. And there, in that raw moment, Jeremiah understood that for Ruth, alone was not just a condition; it was a haunting. An ancient tale written long before her life became an epitaph, and now continued its chapters even in her afterlife.
"You're not alone, Ruth. Allow me to illuminate something for you."
Jeremiah sensed Ruth's hesitation as if it were a palpable mist in the air, yet she did let him guide her through the twisted, surreal expanse they had come to know. They navigated the nightmarish beauty until they arrived at the amusement park. More grotesque attractions had been swept clean, reanimated with an eerie, yet fascinating allure. It wasn't desolate, nor was it a hellscape. The lights shimmering in the atmosphere were spectral hues of white and purple, casting an ethereal glow over structures painted a gothic black.
Finally, they paused before the House of Mirrors, its façade as though reborn, cleansed of the mire and rot that had once coated it. The walls of the edifice seemed to pulsate softly, like the rhythm of a dying heart.
Jeremiah stood behind Ruth, enveloping her in his arms. His fingers traced down to her wrists, drawing her arms outward. Their hands entwined, his palms pressing against the backs of her hands as he extended their arms to the sides.
In this posture, they stared into the mirror, whose reflection remained steadfast, unchanging.
"What do you see in the mirror?" he inquired, his voice layered with unspoken depth.
"Us," Ruth answered somberly.
"No, Ruth. Be more precise. Begin with the broader picture."
"I see the park," she started, hesitance veiling her words. Jeremiah hummed approvingly, a sound that dispelled her uncertainty. "I see the spider's coaster and the lights. And yes, you and me."
It wasn't as elaborate as Jeremiah had wished for, but it was a seed. A starting point, and he could cultivate it into understanding.
"The spider's coaster," he echoed, emphasizing the image. "So you acknowledge that the carts embody the spider?"
"Yes?"
"Then consider this: someone else exists in this park—someone who is neither you nor me. This someone observed your nocturnal sorrow and left behind delicate, woven tokens. Simple expressions, yet steeped in affection," he paused, his words hanging like droplets of dew in the air. "That is love, Ruth. Love in its rawest form."
Her eyes widened, as if the reflection had shifted and she was seeing her world, and herself, in an entirely new light. For the first time, it appeared that Ruth was beginning to grasp the myriad forms that love—and presence—could assume, even in an existence as paradoxical as theirs.
"You see the lights because you are merciful enough to your own soul to permit yourself glimmers of hope, to acknowledge that darkness is not your permanent abode. But you're also brutal enough to your soul to believe you're undeserving of full illumination," Jeremiah elaborated, sweeping his arm to indicate their surroundings. "This absence, this void, it's a reflection of that cruelty. Who attends to these carnival stalls? You have a myriad of creatures in your sanctuary, yet none have ventured out to really live."
"They're just animals," she countered.
"As was the spider," he reminded her, laying down his trump card.
A contemplative veil enveloped Ruth's features, and Jeremiah considered leaving the lesson at that. It would have been a fine point on which to rest. But there was a sense of incompleteness, a subtle hunger for something more intimate in his teaching. 
Or perhaps he was the one hungry for more. A selfish yearning he couldn't quite place. A sensation he hadn't felt in eons.
"We are also in that reflection," he finally said, a soft urgency in his voice. "I am present, right beside you, and you're worthy of that presence."
Ruth let out a sound like a wounded animal and attempted to wriggle free.
"Stay," Jeremiah entreated, "Look in that mirror. I am standing beside you, because you are deserving. You think you're alone even in death because you believe it's what you're entitled to. Let me show you differently. Let me teach you the inner workings of this otherworldly existence."
"I am learning," Ruth exclaimed, a flicker of frustration in her eyes.
"No," Jeremiah countered, his patience as eternal as the stars, "You're striving to bend this world to conform to your own narrative. But it won't happen, not if you keep justifying your own misconceptions. I impart wisdom, and you debate."
The fight seemed to drain out of her then, her body going slack against his. "I don't mean to."
"I know. Allow me to guide you," he insisted softly, "to teach you how to want for nothing ever again."
With a weighted sigh, Ruth finally relented. "Alright. Alright."
He ached to kiss her forehead. A mere tilt of his head and his lips could brush her temple. A small dip of his chin, and they could caress her cheek. But he knew he couldn't—shouldn't—indulge. It would be unfair, a line crossed.
Instead, he released her, extending his hand toward her.
She took it, allowing him to guide her once again. They navigated through the amusement park and out the entrance, walking toward the lane framed with oleander that would lead them back to the place she now called her eternal home.
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Overexposure


At times, Asher felt as though he was drowning in an excess of light—a relentless luminosity that bordered on the garish, infiltrating his senses until it sparked an ache behind his eyes. He kneaded his temple, remaining knelt beside the reflective pond. The object of his undying affection had vanished once more, cradled in the embrace of another. 
A molten tide of frustration surged within him, compelling him to rise. The park lay barren beneath the sun’s zenith, its light mirrored immaculately upon the water's surface. Gone was his wedding suit, its shade too heavy for his current disquiet. What remained were obsidian trousers. His feet were bare—a common state here where impurity was deemed unwelcome.
“This constant vigilance grows tiring,” Asher muttered, his words laced with vexation. “I'm bored of this passive observation. I was on the cusp of reclaiming her—so very close—”
He halted, caressing his face once again. Hurling his grievances into the void had proven fruitless; he had railed against the silence when his reaper had first abandoned him here, and on numerous instances thereafter when his ventures between realms met with failure. 
Recently, he'd come tantalizingly near to achieving tangible form. Yet, some ethereal barrier had thwarted him.
“Fine.” He sighed in resignation. “If I can’t find a gateway, I’ll craft one.”
Intending to leave the pond and its adjacent park, he moved to the perimeter where an ornate golden gate encircled the meticulously groomed lawn, extending out onto desolate, albeit pristine, roads. He hesitated. Observing her had become a form of addictive ritual. He longed not merely to witness her life but to participate in it, to fill the void beside her.
Gritting his teeth, he propelled himself away from the pond, ambling down the whitewashed path leading to his fantastical residence. In many ways, this world was his Elysium—a near-perfect reflection of what might have been, of what should have occurred. 
Yet, imperfections marred this idyllic tapestry. Jarring echoes resonated in the depths of his consciousness, the ceaseless cadence of Ruth’s voice, as if descending from celestial heights. Was this what it felt like to be the recipient of prayers?
Rather than lifting his spirit, these invocations imbued him with a poignant sadness. Ruth’s voice consistently bore a tone of desperation. Initially, he had struggled to discern whether these were the residual echoes of his final moments in life, or real-time entreaties. After soul-searching, bereft of any guidance from the reaper who had left him stranded, Asher concluded the latter was true. This voice was emanating from another corner of the afterlife.
What circumstances had befallen Ruth in her transition to death? He had sought this information, yet remained hindered by his inability to manipulate the mysterious lights guiding the realms. The skill to observe through water was a fortuitous discovery, revealing that Ruth was indeed deceased. What also became evident was that she still yearned for him, that she still clung to some desperate form of hope.
And that was the tragedy of it all.
How could one, ensnared in an eternity like this, still find it within themselves to pray? To believe their voice could still be heard?
'I’ll find you, Asher. No matter what they say, I won’t abandon you,' Ruth had vowed in her latest whispered invocation.
If Ruth intended to traverse the intricate tapestry of worlds, then Asher too must redouble his efforts. He must breach these spectral barriers, these heavenly divisions. 
For he had no choice but to find a way back to her. 
There would be no other option.
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Lies and Simulacra


The next instance Ruth encountered the doppelgänger of Asher navigating through the shadowy corridors of her infernal abode, her heart swelled not with elation, but with a blaze of indignation. 
"You deceived me," she hissed, pirouetting abruptly to march in his direction, her olive features etched in a scowl. "You've led me astray!"
Asher's phantom turned to her, his eyes distended in innocent confusion, his brows knit as if he were incapable of grasping the kernel of her wrath. "What? Ruth, are you alright? I was afraid you might not come to the wedding."
"The wedding? You're playing with me! I know you're not my Asher." Her voice was laced with both ire and scorn. "Why do you still masquerade as him?"
"I am not masquerading," said the spectral figure.
To her, he was unworthy of Asher's name; he was merely an ersatz rendition of the man she had loved, an imitation steeped in deceit. 
"You are," she shot back. "And I see through you now. Once, my longing for him blinded me to the unbearable truth—that this is Hell. My Asher would never descend into this abyss. No one would--voluntarily."
The fantasm looked at her, his expression unfathomably blank. "But I am here, am I not? Isn't that significant?" He inched toward her. "I didn’t even know where 'here' was, initially. Yet, I believe I'm grasping it now. This is to be our everlasting home, is it not?"
"I have no desire to share an eternity with a forgery," she snapped, her dark eyes ablaze. "I wanted to spend my life with my genuine husband, among the living."
"But I am alive," insisted the spectral Asher, his arms extending as though in demonstration. "Why else would I be here?"
Frustration coiled in her throat, manifesting in a strangled sound. "You're missing the point."
"How so?"
"Because this isn't life! I'm a soul ensnared in this nether realm; there's no life coursing through me!" Ruth's voice sank with despair. Her hands shook as she swept strands of her dark hair out of her mouth, grinding her molars in vexation.
The phantom Asher appeared genuinely perplexed. "But you are existent. In some form, we both must be. Right?"
His voice wafted over her laden with a fragile hope, causing her final vestiges of fury to evaporate into the sulfurous air. How could she stay angry at a being so ignorant of its own hollow existence? Jeremiah, her guiding reaper, could have told her a hundred times that this Asher was an eidolon--a phantom, apparition, illusion, whatever!--yet her longing would have betrayed her into belief.
Her shoulders sagged, and for a brief moment, she sealed her eyes shut.
"Ruth?" The fantasm took another hesitant step toward her. "So, the wedding is off?"
"I have to leave." She retreated a step. "I can't—I simply must go."
"Are you forsaking me?" His eyes dilated, infused with a tremor of dread.
In that moment, something inside her crumbled. A facsimile he may be, but in his eyes shimmered an echo of the Asher she had lost, and it nearly shattered her resolve. Nearly. 
"Yes," she said, her voice but a whisper. "I have to." 
Ruth gazed into his eyes—eyes that were not really his, but a cruel imitation—and found she couldn't muster the heart to be callous. She fabricated the best facsimile of a smile her lips could manage. "We shouldn’t see each other until the ceremony. I must go, Ash—"
She severed her own sentence, refusing to bestow upon this entity the sanctity of that name. She, having been raised Jewish, had always known the weight of names. They could exalt you to celestial heights or plunge you into abject sorrow. Names had the capacity to shatter you, to leave you raw and anguished. They could elevate you, devastate you, or forever taint you. 
And she would not empower this apparition by granting it the privilege of her husband's name. 
Words faltering, she managed, "I have to leave."
Whirling around, she hastened her pace, allowing the darkness to envelop her, leaving behind not just the eidolon of Asher but also a piece of her already fragmented soul. It was a macabre echo of their inaugural meeting, when Ruth had been the pursuer, irrationally hopeful that she'd found her real husband, unnerved only by the inexplicable reality of their hellish reunion. 
Now, it was Ruth who sprinted through the labyrinthine halls of this damned residence, frenetically seeking an exit. Her spectral spouse's cries pursued her.
"Wait! What wrong have I committed, Ruth? I thought you were happy with me...." he beseeched. 
She paid him no further attention, took to a staircase, her thoughts frenziedly cycling around the notion that she could will her environment to change. Her bare feet slapped the stairs, each step reverberating through her like a heartbeat of hope. Finally, they touched the ground floor. 
Spinning around, her hand tightly gripping her skirt's white fabric, she issued a vehement command: "Leave!"
The simulacrum paused at the stair's apex, as though immobilized by an invisible force. The stairs flickered, their solidity wavering. The atmosphere pulsated with an arcane energy; she could almost taste the metaphysical currents weaving, shifting, responding to her will. 
This is it! I get it now! Jeremiah was right; I'm in charge here!
From above, the eidolon's voice trickled down, tinged with desperation. "If I've wronged you, allow me the grace to amend it! Haven't I always been good to you, Ruth? We were about to bind ourselves in matrimony for that very reason."
Ruth shut out his words. He didn't even speak like Asher! How had she not noticed that? Her focus riveted onto the staircase, infusing her thoughts with the singular desire to cease this relentless pursuit. As his voice dwindled into an inconsequential hum, so too did the stairs commence their dissolution.
Beginning at the top, each step lost its form, folding into the next in a chain reaction of entropy. The sounds echoed like an elegy in the halls: click, clack, click, clack. The last stair touched the ground. A single stretch of wooden platform was all that remained, severing the once-connected floors.
Ruth exhaled, savoring the sweet, bitter victory of her newfound control, albeit in a realm far removed from the world she once knew. Yet the heavy silence that followed was a harrowing reminder—this was not a liberation from Hell, but a darker entanglement within it.
The fantasm let out a low, almost inhuman growl, unsettlingly canine. Leah, the first head of the hellhound lounging in the living room, responded with a growl of her own, only to be reprimanded with a nip from Yael, the middle head. Adina, the third, let out a solitary bark and suffered a similar rebuke.
“Stay!” Ruth commanded, her voice sharp and laced with intention. The order was intended for the canine, but Asher’s duplicate obediently nodded.
“Alright,” he said, lowering himself to sit at the precipice of what was once a staircase, his legs dangling into the abyss below. The heels of his feet clunked against the wall with an eerie resonance. 
The hellhound, as if sensing her ambivalence, approached and sniffed Ruth’s hand. She offered each head a perfunctory pat, enough to acknowledge their existence but not enough to encourage them. Again she commanded, "Stay," before stepping toward the front door.
Once outside, she found herself in the foreboding embrace of the garden. Surrounded by flora both exquisite and deadly, she reached for the key held by a particularly treacherous bloom and then ventured into the labyrinthine streets of her infernal city.
The cityscape had started to morph, no longer mirroring the Tel Aviv she knew. Familiar places appeared, though corrupted. The edge of Ramon Crater now featured a town at its base, the ground filled with perilously sharp rocks that made even a glance uncomfortable. The skies were reflected in the rock formations, and the crater filled and drained with water twice a day, ensuring certain death for any unfortunate souls caught at the bottom.
Gritty buildings from Neve Sha’anan littered the landscape, their facades adorned with graffiti and wafting the seductive scent of Sudanese cuisine. Ruth recognized the tattoo shop she had visited at sixteen, its interior always alive with unidentifiable shuffling and thumping. She shuddered, acknowledging the bird inked onto her arm as a sinful decision--wondering now if it had contributed to her arrival here. Opening that door could welcome unknown malevolence etching more than just ink onto her skin.
But could that really be true? Asher was covered in dozens of tattoos, and he wasn't wasn't stuck here in Gehinom.
The oleander path twisted through these edifices, leading her toward the amusement park. It bore a cloak of malevolent allure. It seemed the sort of place where children might vanish, where some sinister force might lurk within the labyrinthine mirrorless House of Mirrors.
Further still, a warped semblance of Jerusalem marred the horizon. Its distorted architecture felt nauseating to behold. A sacred city, now aflame and frozen, tarred yet emanating an unholy light. Ruth discerned the movements of bestial shapes weaving through fractured buildings, a cautionary tapestry of what had been crafted from her memories and desires.
The mysterious entities lurking in the twisted version of Jerusalem could have been products of her nightmarish menagerie or perhaps something else entirely. Ruth wasn't even sure if this distorted city was part of her realm, or merely a haunting overlay from another scape, visible through some metaphysical barrier.
She wandered, emotionally distant, her spirit numb. She was searching for Jeremiah, who was as elusive as the water droplets currently falling in her hellscape. He wasn't at the merry-go-round, which should have disappointed her but didn't. She knew where else he liked to haunt—a café that had been consumed by fire, now a burnt husk of its former self. Yet, the ashes pirouetting in the wind lent it a stark beauty, like snowflakes drifting through the eternal gloom.
And there he was, at an ashen table, his hand splayed open, raindrops trembling on his skin as if reluctant to roll off. He was scrutinizing them as if each was a tiny world, filled with untold secrets.
"Jeremiah," she spoke, her voice thick with intention. "I’ve been looking everywhere for you."
He closed his palm, allowing the raindrops to vanish into his skin. A half-smile began to unfurl across his lips. "And yet, here I am. How fortuitous."
"You're always here."
"I've never been here before."
"That's—what?"
"I've never been here before." He stood, unsettling the momentary stillness.
Confused, Ruth shook her head, strands of her dark hair falling into her face. "That’s impossible. I remembered you sitting here."
"Did you remember, or did you see?"
She hesitated, her fingers pulling stray hairs from her mouth. "Maybe I saw it. But how? How could I?"
Jeremiah's gaze held a weight, a gravity. "This is your world, Ruth. If you wish to find something—or someone—all you need to do is look. Water helps to bridge that gap, whether it's near them or you."
"So, the water on your hands—were you trying to help me find you?"
"I was hopeful you'd try," he admitted. "I can only guide you toward what you’re already discovering."
Frustration welled up inside her. "That’s recondite and maddening. Why?"
"Everything has rules," he said, his forehead creased with earnestness. "Especially reapers."
She might have questioned who governed reapers in times past, but now she was content in her own numinosity, in the realm of neither knowing nor unknowing. Yet another pressing issue eclipsed her curiosity.
"Jeremiah, you keep telling me I can control this world, alter it, explore it. Yet, the doppelgänger of Asher remains. He's a presence I never invited and never wanted." She gestured vaguely behind her. "I don’t want excuses or secrecy. I want him gone. How do I make that happen?"
The look Jeremiah offered her was a tapestry of conflicting emotions, interwoven threads of exasperation and compassion, grief and a modicum of fondness. His eyes, a fluid blue today, had shown flecks of gold before, and in the very beginning, they were a beguiling brown. There was something there, Ruth felt, something that anchored Jeremiah's gaze to her, but it was elusive—a flame she couldn't quite touch or understand.
"I suppose it's here for a reason." He said the words with a mixture of resignation and annoyance. "Although, what that reason may be, I can't say."
"Because your mysterious 'rules' forbid it?"
He flicked an imaginary speck of dust from his sleeve. "No, because I can do many things, Ruth, but I can't read minds." Reaching out, he tapped her temple lightly. "Whatever keeps that simulacrum here is nestled deep in here, in recesses I can't access."
Swatting his hand away like one would shoo a pesky moth, Ruth sighed. "I don't want him here, Jeremiah. How can he persist when I'm so clear about my desires?"
"Perhaps you're not as clear as you think," Jeremiah responded, his voice weighed down by a weary kind of patience. "You mentioned once wanting companionship. The mind can be a labyrinth, Ruth. Just because one thought floats to the surface doesn't mean there isn't another lurking in the shadows below it, something more potent and less conscious."
Collapsing into the ornate metal chair with a blend of exasperation and discomposure, Ruth's shoulders drooped. "I just don't get why everything has to be so damn convoluted. This is Hell, for goodness' sake. You'd think there'd be, I don't know, a user's manual!"
"A user's manual?" Jeremiah chuckled. "I could have used one myself when I first arrived here."
"You mean you weren't always...this?" She gestured vaguely at his form.
He grinned faintly, the corners of his mouth barely rising. "I was once human, though it was so long ago that only glimmers remain. I have more an understanding than a memory of human emotions."
"But you do feel," Ruth insisted. She had seen those glimmers, the nuanced glances he gave her. They were reminiscent of the way Asher used to look at her, back when they were both among the living.
"I do, but it's different," he admitted. "I'm not human anymore. My emotions manifest as echoes, concepts I understand but experience with a certain detachment. Joy and hate are understood, but they dwell beneath the mandates that rule my existence."
She shook her head, laughter bubbling from her lips. "Why do we always veer off course? I came with a question, and here we are, delving into existential mazes."
Jeremiah's eyes met hers, a soft smile gracing his lips. "I can provide only so many answers. But you seem to stick around long after I've responded to your initial question." He extended his hand across the table.
For a moment, Ruth just looked at it. Then, her own smile widening, she took it. It was an acceptance, a momentary surrender to the complexity of their shared existence, a silent acknowledgment that some questions might remain forever unanswered.
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Dark Peace


Jeremiah found an uncanny satisfaction in watching souls adapt to their afterlife, but there was something singularly compelling about Ruth's journey toward a form of dark serenity. It was an unsettling but genuine peace. He knew the simulacrum of Asher wouldn't dissipate, not as long as Ruth harbored even a sliver of desire for her late husband's companionship. Whether this doppelganger was destined to persist through eternity was unclear, but one thing was certain: Ruth was evolving. 
The world she inhabited was also transforming, becoming not just steadier but also more intricate. Carousel horses now punctuated the cityscape, sprouting from lampposts and standing sentinel on sidewalk corners. The gargoyles, once malevolent stone sentries, now seemed to possess a subdued kind of magic. At times they would take wing, circling above like some Gothic echo of a bird in flight.
It suggested to Jeremiah not only that he had done a passable job of guiding her but also that she might, in time, carve out a place of solace within this twisted realm.
Currently, they were meandering side by side, accompanied by Ruth's peculiar pet—a Cerberus-like three-headed hellhound. The creature paused often to investigate the odd rats inhabiting the alleys, creatures with matted tails and patchwork fur that belied their incandescent eyes.
"I sometimes find comfort in it, you know," Ruth admitted softly, "in having the simulacrum of Asher around."
Jeremiah couldn't fathom her reverence for Asher. Sure, the man had treated her well in life, but saints are the inventions of human imagination, and she seemed to measure Asher against an impossible ideal. He kept these observations to himself. They would only provoke unnecessary turbulence in an already complicated situation.
If he were still human, the feeling might have fermented into anger. As it was, it left a resonance of unease. He mustn't forget the chasm between their existences, a distance maintained by the unyielding laws that bound him. Reapers sacrificed their humanity for an endless life—a life dedicated to guiding lost souls.
Ruth seemed lost in thought, pulling at strands of her hair caught between her lips. She tilted her head, first one way and then another, her eyes revealing a spark—a luster—that hadn't been there before. It signaled to him that her soul was finding its place, even in this convoluted existence.
Jeremiah sensed the change; the mosaic of her soul was becoming complete, each piece shaped by her own discoveries and the quiet mysteries she was learning to embrace. Yes, she was settling in, finding her place among the shadows and light of this perplexing afterworld. And for that, at least, Jeremiah felt something akin to satisfaction.
"I don't think it's that simple," Ruth speculated, the tension in her voice giving way to introspection. "It's more like—"
Abruptly, Jeremiah's body jolted as if electrified, a sharp, searing pain ripping through the landscape of his mind. He bent over, clutching the sides of his skull, his fingers tangling in the dark locks of his hair.
Ruth's hands found his arm and shoulder, gripping them with a concern that was both palpable and intimate. "Jeremiah, what's happening?"
"Don't you sense it?" His voice quivered, straining to maintain composure. "The boundaries, they're under assault."
"Darklings again?" Ruth's voice wavered, infused with a tremor of apprehension. "I can't face them again, Jeremiah. Last time, I nearly led you into your own undoing."
Drawing in a shuddering breath, he shook his head, dispersing the vestiges of pain. He thought of the tranquil lake water, of the duality of the All of the All—where pain could be both an omen and a balm. In moments of agony, new forms are birthed, new lives are conceived, new chances are laid bare.
Turning his back to her, his robes billowing like dark clouds around his legs, he advanced toward the edge of the path bordered by intoxicating oleanders. "I must go. The barriers require reinforcement."
"Jeremiah, last time you almost—" Ruth's words trailed off, drowned by her concern.
"If you can't fortify the barriers," he cut in, reaching out to cup her cheek with his hand, feeling the reassuring warmth of her skin. "Then it's upon me to dismantle the darklings at the threshold." His eyes softened, meeting hers, and he offered her the barest trace of a smile. 
"I can't bear the thought of you getting hurt." Her words were soaked in vulnerability.
"Do you sense their presence? Their pressure against the barriers?" His hand still caressed her cheek.
Ruth closed her eyes, her soul seemingly endeavoring to perceive what he felt so acutely. A delicate frown settled on her brows, making her nose scrunch up in a way he found ineffably charming.
"I can't," she conceded.
"Then try to see it," he coaxed, placing his other hand on the opposite cheek, cradling her face as if it were the most fragile of relics. "Visualize it, just as you did with me once."
Ruth's eyes sealed shut once more, her facial expression rife with consternation. "I remember dozens of them—hundreds, all pushing against the line."
His mouth curved into an involuntary smile. "In reality, there were only two, and they were harpies. Your 'memory' is an overlay, a second thought much like when you recalled our previous encounter inaccurately. Can you now see them? Describe their form."
Her countenance grew more flustered, her mind wrestling with the complex tapestry of what was true and what was superimposed upon her reality. The tension seemed to draw lines on her face as she grappled with these contrasting truths.
It was clear Ruth was struggling to reconcile her 'memories' with the actual, present situation. Somewhere in her layered perception lay the key to understanding their current plight, if only she could untangle it. And in that moment, Jeremiah felt something more than just concern or duty toward her; it was a deep-rooted yearning for her to unlock the potential he saw within her, to find her place in this enigmatic world they now both inhabited.
Untangling the intricacies of spiritual sight could be a formidable task, especially when the soul's inherent gifts leaned toward other aptitudes. Ruth was a weaver of life, a conjurer of beings, evidenced by the cavalcade of animals that populated their world. Yet, the veil between this realm and the next remained opaque to her.
"I don't know," she exhaled, as if she'd been holding her breath during a sprint. Her chest heaved in erratic rhythms; her eyes, large and almost frantic. "Is my inability a curse? Why can't I seem to master this?"
"Each soul unfurls its wings at its own pace," he assured her, cradling her bewildered state with his words. "As for the barrier, I will mend it. You remain here, ensconced in the safety of your creations. Observe me if you can, and bolster the boundaries with your intent, if possible."
"How? 'Bolster the boundaries'? What arcane language is that?" Ruth's voice betrayed her frustration, a crescendo of emotion climbing its scale.
Foreheads touching, Jeremiah's eyes met hers in a momentary sanctuary of intimacy. Slowly, he withdrew, his form lifting into the air, levitating for the first time before her astonished gaze. 
Her eyes widened, reflecting the mystery and the impossible, and she took a tentative step forward. But he was already ascending, carried aloft by unseen currents of power.
"Understanding will come in time," he assured her from his elevated vantage, "just keep reflecting on it."
"That's less than helpful!" she called out. And as he veered away, soaring toward the compromised barrier, her voice erupted in a desperate cry, "Be careful, Jeremiah! I can't bear to see you hurt again!"
Though he couldn't make assurances of emerging unscathed, her plea warmed him, even as he ascended through the looming storm clouds, her form blurring into the darkened landscape below. Instincts, honed sharp as a blade, guided him away from the human realm, steering him to the zone of conflict. 
His trajectory took him over a waterlogged crater, leading to a stretch of forsaken soil beyond. In this inhospitable land, grotesque worms had taken residence—ghastly creatures that would surface from subterranean lairs to snap at demonic birds and stone-faced gargoyles. One such monstrosity lunged at him now, a fury of soil and grit marking its ascent.
Emerging from the soil, the worm was a nightmarish spectacle, its corpulent body culminating in a flared head that unfolded into three segmented sections. A rancid saliva oozed from its maw, its scent redolent of decomposition. Rows of jagged teeth lined the inside of its mouth, from which a prehensile tongue shot out in a ghastly attempt to ensnare him.
In an instant, a scythe of black metal materialized in his hand. With an effortless sweep, the blade sheared through the lunging tongue. The worm let out a roar, a sound like rolling thunder, before retreating hastily into its shadowy lair.
In that moment, as he stared down at the writhing creature slithering back into the earth, Jeremiah's thoughts turned to Ruth. Her exasperation, her yearning for understanding, her unspoken fears—they all weighed on his mind. He wished for her sake that he could make the world less labyrinthine, less fraught with peril. But as a reaper, his role was not to simplify the complexities of existence, but to guide lost souls through them. And so, scythe in hand, he returned his focus to the tenuous barriers, ready to do what must be done.
"Abominable," Jeremiah muttered to himself, staring at the writhing horde before him. Each monstrosity was a manifestation of some corroded memory, a fragment of torment given form. If he had the authority to obliterate them all, he would—especially for Ruth’s sake. But his jurisdiction was limited: he could not reform the world into a sanctuary she could adore and crave. 
His role was singular: to maintain the barrier, to provide Ruth the secure environment she needed to navigate her own path to self-love.
As he stood before the bulging perimeter of the barrier, he discerned the architects of this incursion: dark fairies, unique variants of darklings, diminutive yet malevolent. These creatures were mostly humanoid but carried an unsettling, almost feline, twist to their features. Their bat-like wings unfurled in darkness while their hands morphed into talons, sharp and curved like a reaper’s scythe.
They were a canvas of shifting hues—black and deep purple mingled on their skin, occasionally interrupted by flashes of pallid white and silver, or even a streak of rusty pink, a testament to some past injury. 
They hurled themselves against the barrier with a ferocity that belied their size. Each individual might be negligible, but their collective mass transformed them into a formidable, almost sentient tide of darkness. The barrier wavered, quivering like taut film resisting pressure.
Dust clung to the hem of Jeremiah's robes as he touched down on the earthen ground before the strained boundary, its terra cotta red reminiscent of landscapes Ruth had once described from her own cultural history. For a moment, his thoughts veered toward her, toward her grappling with the metaphysical landscape just as she grappled with her identity as an Mizrahi Jewish woman in a world that often couldn't see past its own preconceptions. 
Turning his gaze back to the issue at hand, he found that 'dozens' had been a gross underestimate. These dark fairies always manifested in the hundreds, multiplying their menace exponentially. 
"Retreat," he attempted to negotiate. In rare instances, darklings responded to reason. "This soul is on the verge of tranquility. Seek your malevolence elsewhere."
"Hungry," one shrieked, its voice an unsettling dissonance. "Hungry, hungry, hungry!"
As if possessed, the swarm amplified its assault on the fragile partition between worlds. It was a hunger, all-encompassing and indiscriminate, a hunger that eclipsed rationale. They were ravenous for the very essence that made up this realm, and Jeremiah, standing between them and their insatiable appetites, felt a new urgency rise within him. 
For Ruth, for the countless souls navigating their self-discoveries, and for the integrity of the spiritual landscape itself, he knew he had to act. With a deep breath, he summoned his dark metal scythe, preparing for the somber work ahead.
With a steely grip, Jeremiah tightened his hold on the scythe, its blade glistening ominously in the fractured light. "This is your last chance, darklings," he warned, his voice heavy with both dread and finality. The scythe hummed, as though imbued with his own pent-up magic. "Leave now, or face the consequences."
But their response was an unholy chorus: "Hungry, hungry, hungry!"
There would be no reasoning with them. Unless Ruth could mend the breach, Jeremiah had no option but to slaughter these malevolent entities before attempting to stitch the wounded realm back together. He tried to infuse his own energy into the pulsating barrier, but Ruth’s fledgling command over her dominion blocked him.
This was the tipping point for any soul—a perilous threshold where they had neither the mastery to repair their realm nor the innocence to allow their guardian to do it for them. 
Bracing himself, Jeremiah sensed the imminent rupture. The barrier moaned, then tore asunder, not shattering like glass but ripping like taut fabric. Through this torn veil, the dark fairies cascaded in a deluge, a malevolent tide breaching the sanctum.
Taking to the air, Jeremiah swung his scythe with grim determination. A crescent wave of darkness—so radiant it almost shone—erupted from the blade, engulfing a swarm of the assailants. They erupted into luminous fragments of obsidian light, disintegrating into the ether. Whirling around, he sliced through another battalion, his scythe a deadly arc of judgement.
But some of the creatures had already begun their sacrilege, consuming the essence of the realm, eroding its hard-won serenity to reveal the desolate underbelly. Swiping his scythe, Jeremiah obliterated them, his darkness colliding with theirs in a spectacular burst of conflicting energies.
Yet the damages were already mounting, scattered like pockmarks across the celestial landscape. Just as quickly as he eradicated them, more fiends moved in to gnaw at the metaphysical terrain. A dark fairy latched onto his shoulder; he hurled it off with a forceful gesture. Another clamped onto the nape of his neck, tearing away a strip of his ethereal flesh. 
Jeremiah howled—a sound that echoed through the realms, a painful reverberation that no reaper should ever emit. Pain was a remnant of mortality, but pain also carried a lesson. It was a reminder, perhaps from the All of the All, that suffering would always precede transcendence.
In the wake of his agony arose both determination and fear. The influx of dark fairies showed no sign of waning; their sheer numbers made them formidable. He knew that if he didn't act swiftly, other darklings would detect the breach and join the unholy pilgrimage. 
Another attempt to mend the vulnerable barrier was futile; his energy still wouldn’t meld with Ruth’s dominion. 
So, Jeremiah was left with an age-old solution, one as eternal as the cycle of life and death itself.
He would have to fight. And he braced himself, scythe aloft, for the harrowing battle that would ensue, each swing a declaration of his unwavering duty, each clash a testament to the fragility and resilience of the realms he vowed to protect.
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Nightmare Screams


Tovah awoke with a scream that cleaved through the air, a sound that didn't belong to her but to the pure, raw terror that had consumed her. Her father, Ahmed, bolted into the room, his eyes wide and frantic, and enveloped her in his arms, desperately trying to muffle her piercing cries. But she couldn't stop—she just couldn't. Each scream felt like it was scraping a layer off her already raw throat; she could even taste the metallic tang of blood. 
"Enough, Tovah, enough!" Ahmed's voice quivered with a paternal mixture of fear and helplessness. Despite his firm grip, she continued her heart-wrenching wails. "Stop this. Now!"
Clutching the fabric of his shirt as though it were a lifeline, she kept screaming. It was as though an indomitable dread had physically twisted around her core, turning her into a living manifestation of fear. Her eyes widened as if seeing her own soul, and she felt dizzy; her screams had left no room for breathing. 
Ahmed, his face etched with both love and a harrowing sense of distance, shifted his hands to her upper arms and shook her with urgency. Her head lolled back and forth like a broken antique doll, one that had outlived its time and purpose, yet she couldn’t silence her screams.
Deep within her, a vile feeling took root. It was as though the air had become thick with something unclean—something monstrous. It slithered through her veins, compelling her to contort and writhe. She remembered the sensation of hands in her hair last night, hands that belonged to something different from what had visited her in the past. This new entity was darker, twisted, and radiated malevolence. It had whispered, "Hungry, hungry," in an otherworldly tone that left her paralyzed with horror. 
The sensation was a torrent of fear and dread, too overwhelming for her conscious mind to separate or even comprehend. With a primal urgency, Ahmed shook her once more, and then did something he had never done before. His hand moved through the air with a decisive swiftness, striking Tovah's face. The slap resounded in the small room, silencing her screams.
Her head snapped to the side, and her eyes fixated on the window where the morning light was just beginning to seep through the veil of darkness—a light sullied, almost begrimed, by the approaching dawn. 
Finally, her screams ceased.
Ahmed drew her close, his chest heaving with the weight of the moment, as he whispered prayers under his breath. "Mi Shebeirach."
It was a melody Tovah had heard countless times during her younger years, a prayer for the ailing and distressed. A prayer that had often flowed from the lips of rabbis in the synagogue, but one she had heard just as often from Ahmed. He'd whispered it while clutching the frail hand of her dying mother, murmured it as he held a younger Ruth tight during the still nights, and recited it as he gently stroked her sister's hair.
And now, in this room, filled with the vestiges of Tovah's screams and the burgeoning dawn, Ahmed whispered it for his terrified daughter, as if the ancient words could banish the inexplicable dread that had ensnared her.
To Ahmed, the prayer was more than just a recitation of words; it was a balm for the soul, a remedy for all that ails. Today, he whispered it gently as he ran his calloused fingers through Tovah's hair, before caressing her cheek and planting a soft kiss on her temple. 
"I'm sorry, Tovah," his voice quivered, filled with an ache that mingled regret and love. "I didn't want to hurt you, you have to believe me."
"I know, Abba," she replied, her voice faint as a whisper, as he pulled her close again. His arms, pillars of strength and tradition, enveloped her. Typically, the looming presence of her father was enough to make the eerie sensation of being watched dissipate, but not today. 
The dream—or was it a dream?—hung heavy in her thoughts. Fairies had swarmed through the streets of Tel Aviv as though they were a pestilence let loose upon the land. Was that what they were? A plague? Tovah couldn't tell.
Her cheek still bore the stinging imprint of her father's hand, and her breaths came out in shallow huffs. Her throat felt scraped, as though she had been swallowing shards of glass. The lingering taste of copper invaded her mouth. With a small shiver, she closed her eyes and nestled even closer to her father.
"This room is wrong," she murmured. "Something evil lurks here."
Ahmed, ever the stalwart rock of his family, nodded gently. "I'll find someone to consult about these nightmares," he assured her softly. "I had hoped they would pass on their own, but living like this...it's not acceptable--especially with--" He hesitated, and she could sense the question he didn't ask: Were these nightmares spawned by the grief of losing Ruth? 
Tovah knew better. She might have been young, but she had a wisdom that most adults failed to perceive—a wisdom acknowledged only by Ruth and Asher. This was no simple matter of grief; it was an issue that existed in the complex space between sorrow and solace, something entirely different. 
Ahmed was deeply devout, his faith steeped in the teachings of the Torah and the wisdom of the rabbis. But Tovah? Tovah was intuitive, in a way that existed beyond faith—she was superstitious. 
Her father may have sought solace in sacred texts and venerated tomes, but Tovah understood that there were certain truths even a synagogue couldn't fully embrace. The peculiar events that had begun unfolding shortly after the deaths of Ruth and Asher signified more than mere coincidence. 
And now, with the intrusion of these menacing creatures into her dreams—or were they visions?—Tovah had an unsettling certainty: something malevolent was unfurling, perhaps already in motion. 
And it was only a matter of time.
"Is she in Gan Eden?" Tovah's voice emerged brittle and fragmented, as though her previous screams had splintered it.
Ahmed's hand, which had been tenderly tracing the arch of her back, came to a sudden halt. Instead of answering, he redirected, "Let's get something warm for your throat."
"No tea," Tovah asserted, her face scrunching at the thought of the drink. She had always been repelled by the idea of dried tea leaves, stagnant on some forgotten shelf, later steeping in her cup. The thought sent shivers down her spine.
"Definitely not tea," Ahmed confirmed. Though he was advancing in age and Tovah, at thirteen, had long outgrown the cradle, he managed to lift her as if she were still his little girl. He carried her out of her room, through the dimly lit hallway, and down the creaking staircase.
The unseen presence that stalked her seemed to float along, a haunting whisper on the air. 
Tovah whimpered and buried her face into the warm, familiar crevice of her abba's neck.
Ahmed refrained from probing into the contents of her dream. She offered no explanation either. The last time she had tried—confiding that some unspeakable entity lurked in her closet—he had dismissed it. Why would another week make any difference?
She doubted it would.
It wasn't until they reached the haven of the kitchen that Ahmed gently placed her down, emitting a soft grunt as he did. Flicking on the lights with one hand, he guided her toward a row of bar stools snug against a kitchen counter. 
"Sit here," he instructed. "I'll make you something warm."
"Remember, not tea," she echoed.
"Of course, not tea," he reiterated, turning the knob on the stove to bring the kettle to a low simmer. He began assembling ingredients for a spiced cider, the scent of cloves and cinnamon promising to fill the air soon.
Summoning the courage of Ruth and Asher, Tovah endeavored to be brave. Awake and under the watchful eyes of her abba, the twisted fairies from her nightmare wouldn't dare manifest. And even if she felt watched, at least there would be no spectral fingers threading eerily through her hair.
So Tovah looked.
She searched for the thing, the malevolent entity that had her under its gaze, though she found no trace of it. However, a fleeting memory flickered—of a shadowy figure present at the wedding, right before Asher's life was tragically cut short. It had lurked in the corner, just too indistinct for her eyes to fully capture.
And when Asher had collapsed, she had sensed something more—an added density in the air, as though spirits had been summoned. She had felt something similar at her grandmother's funeral, but never quite like this.
This was different.
Everything was different.
Her gaze still roving, Tovah barely noticed when her father settled next to her, placing before her a steaming mug of spiced cider, and for himself, a mug of aromatic chai. The moment her fingers curled around the warmth of the mug, it felt like liquid courage flowing right up to her heart.
"Be careful," he cautioned softly, the wrinkles around his eyes tightening in concern. "It's very hot."
"Yes, Abba," she replied, cradling the mug close but not daring to sip just yet.
"What haunts you, Tovah?" His voice bore an undertone of urgency, like someone tiptoeing on a fragile surface.
"I...I don't know," she hesitated, crafting a lie. "You always told me it's just a dream."
"Do you think someone was in your room again?" Ahmed's words were tinged with worry, each syllable hanging heavier than the last. "I checked, Tovah. There was no one there. Do you...see it now?"
She shook her head, her lips trembling. "No, I don't see it. I feel it, Abba. I feel its gaze on me—like a heaviness in the air."
"It's as if you're feeling pressure," Ahmed murmured, as if that observation could decrypt the mystery she was grappling with. "You know how much I love you, Tovah."
"You didn't answer my question," she pressed, her eyes imploring. "Is Ruth in Gan Eden?"
Ahmed's features tightened, as if he were trying to hold back an ocean of emotion with just the muscles of his face.
"She was a good person, Abba. I know she was," Tovah insisted.
Still, Ahmed remained silent.
"Why does everyone avoid talking about her? Except the kids at school. They mock her, Abba. Say the most awful things."
"People at school are talking about your sister?" His eyes narrowed.
"Terrible things, Abba. Awful."
"I'll talk to the principal on Monday," Ahmed vowed. You shouldn't have to hear such things. It's no wonder you're troubled, Tovah. With the rapid succession of events—the loss of your sister, your aunt—it's a breeding ground for whispers."
Tovah blinked, confused. "But what does that have to do with the entity in my room?"
Ahmed paused, lost in thought. He was never quite as articulate as Ruth in making sense of the tangled threads of life, but that didn't deter him.
"Sometimes," he began, choosing his words like delicate steps on a precarious path, "when people watch us, talk about us, or tarnish the names of those we love, those feelings can follow us into our sanctuary—our home—and even into our dreams."
His explanation fell like a weight, confirming what she had feared: He didn't believe her.
It saddened her, but it didn't shock her. She understood the boundaries of her father's faith. He believed in the existence of sin, but the idea that demons could trespass into the waking world?
That seemed to be a line he couldn't cross.
Could it be, Tovah wondered, that the line had already been crossed for her?
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 Haunting Pressure


She could feel it—this palpable, menacing sensation. The walls that defined her hellscape weren't just structures; they were like skin, sensitive and vulnerable. It was as if they were breathing, and the demons that pushed against them sensed a vulnerability—a fissure in the flesh of her world. 
"Of course they do," Ruth whispered angrily to herself, pacing the room with an agitation that manifested in her bare feet slapping against the cold floor, her skirt rustling like dark water around her legs. "That's why he insists on mending that damn crack. That's why he harps on about reinforcement."
A cocktail of apprehension, tinged with dread, seemed to tighten its grip on her soul. Ruth could feel the weight of expectation pushing her down, as if trying to bury her into some unfathomable darkness. She ran her hands over her face, as another tremor of dark energy battered against her walls. Her eyes flicked upward to the sky looming oppressively above her.
The storm clouds were a churning tapestry of grey and black. They obscured her view, but Ruth sensed that something more was lurking there—something crawling over the unseen dome that encased her realm.
"I don't want this," her voice broke, barely more than a tremulous whisper.
"Ruth?" A voice behind her broke her concentration.
She whirled around. "You!"
The simulacrum of Asher stared back, his brows knit in a quizzical concern. "What's going on?"
This shadow of Asher had never ventured beyond the confines of the garden, at least not without her bidding. Was he, too, feeling the disturbance that had unsettled her world? Did he intuitively recognize the precariousness of their existence?
Ruth's lips tightened into a taut, unyielding line. She exhaled forcefully, trying to expel her rising anxiety. "You can't be here. You need to go back to the—"
She caught herself just before she could call him Asher.
The duplicate shook his head. "I can't. Something's in the house."
"What are you talking about?" Ruth demanded, already pivoting to storm toward the house, not waiting for his answer.
He followed closely on her heels. "I thought it was a guest for the wedding at first, but then I saw...it had horns, Ruth. I've never seen anything like it."
"Horns?"
"You know how I am. In essence, I'm not a religious man. I might try to be, for your sake, but—"
"Cut to the chase," Ruth snapped, veering toward the garden. What greeted her as she pushed through the open gate froze her in her tracks.
The fountain had transformed into a grotesque spectacle, spewing blood instead of water into its stone basin. Her once flourishing garden was now a decaying wasteland. Oversized insects roamed through it—beetles as large as cats, locusts the size of small dogs. Most revolting of all were the flies, the size of birds, swarming around the fountain in a feeding frenzy.
This wasn't just a garden anymore; it was a vision from the depths of some hellish nightmare, and Ruth stood there, ensnared by the horrors her world had birthed.
"What in the world?" Ruth gestured toward the hellish garden around her. "What did you do?"
Asher’s likeness recoiled, his expression etched with incredulity. "I didn’t do anything! I told you there was something malevolent in the house—a demon, I'm sure of it. It drove me out here, to the gardens, which were already in this state. And honestly, I thought those bugs might decide I was lunch.”
“They’re insectoids,” Ruth shot back, her eyes narrowing as she observed the buzzing, grotesque insects. "They don’t eat people."
His eyes glinted with a doubtful sheen. "You never know. They look famished.”
Ruth was too consumed with her own thoughts to humor him. The air had changed. It was palpable, like walking through a miasma of darkness that seemed to claw at her essence. The culprit, she was convinced, originated from within her house.
Part of her wanted to call for Jeremiah, but there was no time. The architectural bones of her home had already begun to morph, departing from the contemporary aesthetics of Tel Aviv into something more antiquated—a quaint country house slowly materializing within the existing structure, topped with an A-frame roof.
If she hesitated any longer, she would lose her home. Her sanctuary. A haven she had picked out with Asher, rooted in love and memories. Her fists clenched in steely resolve. "Wait here."
"Ruth, listen—"
Ignoring him, she stormed up the walkway, and as she neared the front door, it swung open on its own accord, admitting her into the discordant, unsettling space her house had become. 
Insects were everywhere—spiders, cockroaches, ants scaling the walls in chaotic formation. She stepped on a beetle so large it crunched audibly under her bare foot, its innards a vile smear that made her stomach churn. Shuddering, she wiped her foot against the rug, erasing the viscous stain.
"Where are you? What are you doing in my home? This place belongs to me, not you!" Her voice was a near growl, thick with indignant fury.
"Wrong, wrong, wrong," a voice slithered from above, dripping with malevolent glee. "It’s my house now, pretty one, but you can keep me company, if you like."
Ruth's head snapped upward, her eyes widening in terror at the abomination clinging to her ceiling. The duplicate had been accurate—it did have horns. But that detail paled in comparison to its true horror.
This monstrosity was a hideous hybrid, a chimera of man and insect. Its arms metamorphosed midway into spindly insect legs that anchored it to the ceiling. While it donned tailored black slacks that contradicted its monstrosity, its shirt was tattered and filthy. Emerging from its back were the dark, translucent wings of a cockroach, and its face was grotesquely altered, dominated by bulging eyes and menacing pincers that protruded from a lip streaked with dark blood.
As Ruth stood frozen, the creature's pincers clicked together in a chilling rhythm, as if anticipating her next move with an insidious glee. The sound echoed in the twisted reality that her home had become, each click a malevolent note in a dark symphony she never wished to hear.
Ruth recoiled, her arm instinctively shielding her face as if to ward off the abomination before her. A shiver of pure, cold dread surged through her veins. "What are you?"
"I am the ugly truth," the creature hissed, its insect legs flexing as it crawled down the wall in an unsettling display of dexterity. "I am the one who truly owns this place."
"No," Ruth spat, her voice a cocktail of incredulity and rage. "This is my home."
"Ah, but possession is nine-tenths of the law, isn't it? Your payments weren't complete, so this house now belongs to me! Do you understand? It's mine!" With a grotesque motion, the creature transitioned from its crawling stance to standing on its oddly angled human legs—legs that segued into chitinous, insect-like appendages. 
"How did you even get inside here?" Ruth shot back, her eyes narrowed.
"Ah, the door was opened, and so I stepped right in," the creature cooed, its laughter tinged with malevolent glee. "You'd be surprised how many people unwittingly let me in, and once I'm in, I never leave! But you—you could stay, if you part with that ring."
The mention of the ring made Ruth instinctively clutch her hand to her chest. "I would sooner die."
"Money brings safety, and safety brings health," the creature's pincers twitched as it spoke. "Hand over the ring, and you may keep both."
As if summoned by his words, more cockroaches erupted from hidden crevices in the walls, streaming out to form a dark, scuttling carpet that inched its way toward her bare feet. Ruth could barely contain her repulsion. She had a tolerance for many forms of life, but this was a limit even for her. As she pranced in an attempt to avoid the grotesque swarm, their crushed innards stuck to her feet, intensifying her revulsion.
Just when Ruth was most distracted, the creature lunged, its claw-like appendage seizing the front of her wedding gown and tearing it with such force that it split down the center, exposing her corset bra. She was thrown against the wall, the impact reverberating through her shoulders and rattling her skull. The creature loomed, its grotesque hand-leg creeping up to her neck, its tiny hairs scratching against her skin like a thousand minuscule needles.
Gritting her teeth, Ruth shoved against its loathsome torso. "Get off me!"
"Give it to me," it hissed, its pincers chattering in anticipation, "and all will be just fine."
But as Ruth readied herself for another shove, she felt something stir within her—the same inner strength Jeremiah had once spoken of. It was not peace, but it was akin to some kind of vital force, an untapped reservoir of power. With her third shove, the energy erupted forth like an exorcistic wave, sending the creature sprawling away from her.
Ruth took a moment to catch her breath, her eyes blazing with newfound resolve. There was something sacred in her, something untouchable—even by monsters as nightmarish as this. And for the first time, she truly felt the weight of her own strength, as formidable and steadfast as the ancient stories that wove through her heritage.
The creature tumbled to the ground, its screeching fading into a cacophonous swirl with the disoriented clamor of fleeing cockroaches. 
"I said this is my home," Ruth declared, her posture straightening as if she were drawing upon the ancient might of her ancestors. The fury within her was an infernal tempest, stoked for far too long by fears and things that go bump in the night. And now, in this surreal instant, she knew—she held the reins of this chimeric world. 
In resonance with her newfound will, the house groaned—a low, mournful sound, like a creature relinquishing its last breath. The floorboards splintered open, forming an eerie abyss at its center. A gale-force wind erupted, scattering the cockroaches into the yawning pit. Ruth's hair became a frenzied halo around her, dancing to the tune of the roaring winds. Her wedding gown fluttered like the tattered wings of a dark angel, the shadows playing across the fabric in an ethereal dance. Thunder rolled, vibrating the very foundation of the house, and shaking the window panes as if warning them of the reckoning at hand.
The insect-man, desperately gripping the fractured floor with its clawed appendages, found itself being inexorably pulled toward the abyss. Its horns glinted in the eerie light, their sheen like the blackened soul of the creature itself.
"Don't," it rasped, a pitiful plea lost amidst the chaos. "Don't!"
"You have no place in my world," Ruth roared above the tempest, her voice blending with the wind. "Go back to the hellish abyss you crawled from!"
With a swift kick, she dislodged its grip. The creature plummeted, its horrified screams drowned by the engulfing void. And then, as quickly as it had been torn asunder, the floor reknit itself. Her home reasserted its true form, each corner and crevice as if whispering gratitude for her courageous stand.
As Ruth exhaled, her lungs expelling air as if purging the very toxins that had infected her home, her moment of triumph was brutally interrupted. A scream—a gut-wrenching, soul-piercing scream—erupted from the garden. It was the doppelganger, but the dread it seeded within her was no less potent than if it had been the true Asher.
Ruth propelled herself toward the garden with a swiftness borne of desperation. Though the insectoid abomination had been vanquished, the garden remained a lair for lesser horrors. Asher’s copy lay prostrate on the ground, vulnerable before the looming presence of an orb-weaver spider, a behemoth almost as large as a sedan. As she halted, her eyes locked onto the scene, a fleeting thought crossed her mind. 
A sinister idea fluttered through her consciousness: she could allow the spider to do what nature intended. Asher's copy could vanish, and with it, the eerie specter haunting her home would also be dispelled. A tempting shortcut to peace. 
But oh, the torment of it—because the simulacrum was a mirror image of Asher, the man she had bound her life to. The paradox of her own will forced her to act. Summoning the ethereal energy she'd discovered minutes ago, she directed her focus at the gargantuan spider. 
In an instant, the spider's body began to quiver, its flesh roiling as though plagued by invisible flames. It reared up on its back legs, its front limbs wildly flailing as if warding off some unseen attacker. Its convulsions intensified, an unbearable sight that cracked Ruth's resolve. She hadn't meant to inflict such agony!
Panicked, she redoubled her efforts, pouring more of her mysterious power into the creature, and in a moment of pure horror, it let out a grotesque sound—a sound no spider should ever make—and exploded. The explosion of flesh was a shower of grotesquerie, and its aftermath affected every insect in the vicinity. They popped like dreadful balloons, scattering legs and entrails in an unholy rain.
Yet, from the carnage, life sprung anew. The garden seemed to drink in the remnants, and in response, flora bloomed with an unnatural vitality, as though touched by an otherworldly hand. 
Asher’s copy, trembling from the spectacle, was only roused when Ruth bent down and offered her hand. As he stood, she cradled his face and whispered, "Go inside. I have to find Jeremiah. I've discovered the power I possess to keep this place safe, and I can't burden him any longer."
"But Ruth, we should—" 
"Go," she cut him off, her voice tinged with finality. She planted a tender, sisterly kiss on his temple. "I'll protect you. Now go inside, where it’s safe."
She didn’t linger to see if he obeyed, partly because the idea of his defiance was too unsettling, and partly because she couldn't afford to waver. The stakes were too high, and Jeremiah needed her just as much as she needed herself to be strong.
Ruth turned her back to the home she had reclaimed, setting off into the unknown, her resolve as unyielding as the ancient stones that had witnessed her lineage unfold. She couldn't afford doubt; not now, not when so much depended on her newfound strength.
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Invasion of the Darklings


The air was thick with malevolence, a palpable miasma that seemed to steal the breath from Jeremiah's lungs. He had faced insurmountable odds before; legions of darklings, swarms of twisted fairies. Unsettling, yes. Unmanageable, no. But this? This was different. The very walls seemed to bleed shadow, summoning not just the typical horde but a menagerie of fallen souls and demonic entities. Creatures that had long consumed their own twisted realms and now sought to feast on fresh worlds. 
His scythe, an extension of his own soul, was marinated in an unholy cocktail of demonic ichor and his own sweat. With a fierce burst of will, he unleashed an arc of pure energy, disintegrating a cluster of dark fairies in a haze of burnt wings and shadow. A graceful pirouette, and his blade cleaved through the skull of a lionali, a gargantuan feline abomination. Its roars disintegrated into a gasp of disbelieving silence as it exploded into a fine mist of dark matter.
It was futile, he knew. Calls for backup had echoed in a hollow, godless void. No other reapers responded. He was on his own, a lone sentinel in a darkened world on the brink of annihilation. His robe clung to him, a tapestry of tatters and stains, a record of a battle that seemed increasingly unwinnable.
As if to confirm his dread, the monstrous lionali lunged from behind, knocking him to the ground with an earth-shattering force. At its side was a creature of nightmares: a woman transmuted into a demonic predator. Her body, a sinful display of black fur and exposed flesh, glimmered with the cold light of gold and silver adornments. Her golden eyes bore into him, radiating a malevolent hunger. Horns curled elegantly from her mane of wild, black curls, and her claw-tipped fingers oozed with a fresh coating of blood.
"My, my, my," she cooed, her tongue flickering lasciviously over her fangs. "I could eat you."
The lionali's gargantuan paw settled heavily on Jeremiah's chest, its claws puncturing the fabric of his robe and sinking into the vulnerable flesh beneath. The ground beneath him felt poisoned, as though the ground sought to consume him.
His scythe, his weapon and ally, was kicked away unceremoniously by the demoness, skidding across the unhallowed soil like an unwelcome guest. "My own reaper didn't even stick around," she said, her voice tinged with a mockery that was all the more chilling for its casualness. "But their loss is my gain. You reapers have a particularly delightful essence. Isn't that so, Didalia?"
The lionali—Didalia—offered a purr that was more sinister than endearing. Her tail flicked, drawing invisible lines of malevolence through the air. She was an unholy amalgamation of a panther and a lion with additional horrors: a second, serrated set of teeth that extended from her belly, salivating in anticipation. Droplets of that ravenous hunger splattered onto Jeremiah's robes, each droplet a promise of impending doom.
The demoness paused, tapping her crimson claw against her chin. "Should I dine on you myself, or shall I let Didalia have her feast? Reapers are so rarely vulnerable; it would almost be a shame not to savor this moment together."
To be consumed by one of these creatures would be to extinguish his consciousness for good. He needed to avoid that fate.
He couldn't die again, per se, but he guessed he could cease to exist.
Jeremiah mustered what energy he could, aiming to release it in a focused blast. But before he could, vines erupted from the soil, wrapping around his wrist with a brutal efficiency. His attempt at retaliation was thwarted, his wrist snapped back into place as if puppeteered by an invisible force.
More tendrils snaked around his other wrist, his ankles. He was immobile, a prey perfectly ensnared.
The lionali's belly, lined with serrated teeth, began its ominous descent toward Jeremiah's exposed thigh. But before its jaws could clamp down, a guttural yowl tore through the air. Didalia flung herself aside, the chain that bound her to the demoness jerking taut, pulling both beings off-kilter.
The atmosphere suddenly palpitated with an energy so tangible, so dense, it felt like the universe gasped. Darklings imploded; others appeared frozen, as though caught in the icy gaze of Medusa herself.
"Don't touch him," commanded Ruth, her voice a fortification of defiance and undiluted will. She lunged forward, feet firmly rooted in the corrupted soil, her shoulders set like a queen reclaiming her throne. The malevolent vines retreated, shriveling in the face of her strength, liberating Jeremiah from their grasp. He scrambled to his feet, reclaiming his fallen scythe.
"Ruth," Jeremiah couldn't mask the relief saturating his voice. He'd been waiting, praying for her to ignite the formidable fire within her soul, and her timing couldn't be more impeccable. The darklings around them were disoriented, vexed by the unforeseen power emanating from a mere human.
Chaos engulfed the landscape. Dark fairies, previously a unified swarm of malice, turned cannibalistic, descending on Didalia with frenzied hunger. Her screams, a cacophony of agony and betrayal, filled the air as she crumbled beneath the weight and ferocity of the horde.
"No!" shrieked the demoness. Her hands clutched the chain, not in a desperate attempt to save Didalia, but to sever their cursed link. 
However, fate—or whatever infernal logic governed such bonds—had other plans. The demoness strained against the chain, her heels digging into the tainted ground. A lone dark fairy alighted upon the chain, its head tilting in a gesture that might have been termed cute in another context. Following its lead, more dark fairies descended upon the chain. 
"Get away from me!" The demoness's claws lashed out, cleaving the pioneering dark fairy in two. It was her final mistake. The dark fairies, protective of their own, abandoned the deceased Didalia, descending upon the demoness in a swirling cloud of vengeance.
Mesmerized by the scene, Ruth didn't notice the incoming threat. But Jeremiah did. His scythe swooped in a lethal arc, its blade slicing through the flesh of an advancing harpy darkling, reducing it to a burst of inky ash. Swiftly, he pulled Ruth into the protective fold of his tattered robes.
"Jeremiah, you're—not okay at all, are you?" Panic edged her voice.
Shaking his head, he said, "We need to focus. Seal the veil, Ruth. You've done it once; you can do it again."
Ruth's gaze settled on the tear in the fabric of their reality. Her eyes fluttered closed. She inhaled deeply, summoning the reserves of her strength and will. Jeremiah could sense the raw force she unleashed upon their warped world. It was as if she were weaving reality anew, molding it into an order that suited her, willing the broken to become whole.
Surrounded by frozen grotesques, some sealed in marble, others trapped in their own morbid flesh, Ruth and Jeremiah stood. The barrier rippled with a spectral glow, like sunlight refracted through an oil slick on an earthly road. It wove itself into luminous threads, mending the torn seam in the veil of their world. The threads lingered even after the rift closed, a resplendent tapestry that bore witness to Ruth's newfound dominion.
The act drained her; her knees buckled. Jeremiah caught her mid-fall, his arms a sanctuary. 
“You did good,” he murmured, his fingers gently sweeping strands of her dark hair away from her face. "You did amazing."
Her lips quivered into the semblance of a smile. “Do you think so?”
"You did amazing."
“I should have acted sooner. You’re—” Her trembling hand grazed his cheek, flinching as it touched an open cut. He winced, but didn’t pull away.
Promptly, she retracted her hand. 
With one arm embracing her shoulders, Jeremiah intertwined his fingers with hers. He lifted their entwined hands, pressing a gentle, reverent kiss to her knuckles. “Finding one's will in the crucible of chaos is no small feat, Ruth. Don't weigh yourself down with should-haves.”
Leaning into the worn fabric of his robes, she sighed. “I didn’t do enough. You’re hurt, and—”
Words failed her, but the sentiment hung heavy between them. Jeremiah was injured, and yet, Ruth remained.
“You've claimed this realm,” he said softly, easing her to the ground. “Allow me to cleanse it.”
He rose, scythe in hand, preparing to dispel the petrified horrors that marred her kingdom.
“Wait,” Ruth urged, pushing herself onto her elbows. Her complexion was ashen; her eyes, vast pools struggling to hold back tears.
Jeremiah's brow furrowed. “Why?”
“I—” She hesitated, casting her gaze across the frozen menagerie. Finally, she spoke, “I don’t want you to destroy them.” 
Wobbling, she gained her footing. Jeremiah moved to support her, but she stepped toward him, clutching a grimy fold of his robe for balance. “They're like animals, aren’t they?”
“Which ones?”
“These,” she motioned toward the dark fairies, those spectral imps frozen in malevolent glee.
His mouth tightened, brows knitting. “Dark fairies are darklings, akin to harpies. They’re born of disorder and malice.”
Her grip tightened on his robe. For a moment, she looked as if she might challenge the very nature of this twisted world, redefining its laws through sheer force of will.
And Jeremiah wondered, just for a second, if she could.
“And vultures feast on decay, lions on the thrill of the chase,” Ruth asserted, as though she’d unveiled a cosmic truth.
Jeremiah's eyes met hers, a blank canvas of bewilderment.
Her cheeks flushed a rosy hue. "I was thinking... Could they be tamed?"
"Tamed...?"
"Like dogs," she ventured.
A huff of laughter escaped Jeremiah's lips. "You wish to domesticate them?"
She cast her eyes downward, her gaze alighting on the ground as if the earth might hold answers. With an awkward shrug, she admitted, "Just a handful, perhaps."
"Ah, just a handful," Jeremiah echoed, an incredulous chuckle punctuating his words. Despite the searing ache that wreathed his body, the whimsical nature of her suggestion was a balm, albeit a peculiar one. And yet, perhaps it wasn't entirely ludicrous.
The world was already bending to Ruth's indomitable will, shaping itself to conform to her whims. All she lacked was mastery over her newfound strength, a deeper understanding of her potential.
What finer way to cultivate that mastery than practice?
"Your will holds sway over others," Jeremiah intoned, choosing his words with care. "In much the same way that it has forged this realm anew."
Nodding, Ruth knelt before one of the frozen fairies. Her hands cradled its tiny head, her fingers a gentle cage. "When I envisioned magic, I thought of the kinds in movies or books. Elaborate incantations, ceremonial wands."
"I cannot speak to magic," Jeremiah said, "but the human soul operates under its own laws. You'll discover they're distinct entities. Magic is a construct, an artifice. This is more elemental, more visceral."
"And what's my next step?" Her eyes lifted to his, brimming with the thirst for knowledge.
Jeremiah lowered himself onto the ground, each movement an agony he bore without complaint. Meeting her gaze at her level, he told her, "That's a secret you must uncover on your own."
A subtle smile crossed his face, dissolving as quickly as it had appeared. He winced at the act of lowering himself but continued, "Breathe deeply. Let your energy envelop you. The answer you seek is already an inborn facet of your spirit."
Although his counsel might seem like a riddle, it was the best he could offer. She must walk this path alone, crafting a journey tailored to her unique spirit, steeped in her own untapped power.
Jeremiah recognized that his role was merely foundational; the scaffolding on which Ruth could construct her own understanding. The underpinning fear, however, was that she might spiral into darkness, much like the ill-fated demoness with Didonia.
"Fine," Ruth exhaled, a reluctant acquiescence. "I just don't understand why I have to grapple with this alone."
"The journey fortifies the destination," Jeremiah offered, with a mystic's simplicity. He grazed his fingertips across her face, brushing away a strand of her dark hair that clung to her flushed cheek. "If I were to tell you, you could brute-force it into existence, but it would be a violation—an unnatural rending of the soul."
Her eyes, wide and probing, fixed on him. "A violation?"
He nodded. "Think of it as yanking a blade from a wound in haste—each wobble deepening the gash. Although pain often precedes healing, if you bypass the natural process, you'll find that each time you exert your will, the wound reopens."
Tragically, he had witnessed it: souls driven mad by their inability to find their own inner strength, reapers attempting shortcuts to hasten their mission, leaving behind spirits frayed and tattered. 
The initial cut must be singular, not perpetually torn asunder with each faltering step toward mastery.
This wisdom appeared to resonate with Ruth, who turned back to the dark fairy, her would-be pupil in this strange school of sorcery. "So, the answers are within, but they must be organically discovered."
"Every enigma unravels with sufficient scrutiny."
"You're being deliberately arcane," she remarked, although her tone suggested more intrigue than annoyance. It was as if she was discovering another layer to him—an unexpected humor hiding beneath the dark shroud of his reaper's visage.
Emotions in Jeremiah's line of work might not mirror the complexities of the human psyche, but that hardly rendered him a numb vessel. In fact, he was rather striking, both physically and intellectually—a sentiment Ruth seemed increasingly inclined to recognize.
His lips curled into a knowing smile. "Perhaps, but proceed. Test your intuition."
A flicker of hesitation passed through Ruth’s eyes, but it was soon eclipsed by an emerging resolve. It was the visage of a woman who had once shielded her younger sister from the vagaries of life; a woman who had chosen love despite all odds; a woman bold enough to flout her father's archaic expectations for the sake of her own happiness.
Jeremiah recognized that expression, but not as intimately as he yearned to.
In her human life, Ruth had always teetered on the edge of uncertainty. The only unequivocal choice she'd ever made was her union with Asher Levi, a concept forever inscrutable to Jeremiah.
But now, she stood at the precipice of a new frontier, one of self-discovery and transcendent capabilities. For once, he saw a Ruth unburdened by doubt, her spirit drawing on her unique and undaunted will.
Here, in this realm of soul and sinew, Jeremiah could only watch as Ruth sought the answers only she could find, wishing he could be more than just a guide, more than a whisper in the depths of her journey.
Here, in the twilight of the afterworld, Ruth seemed to be stitching together a newfound sense of self-assurance. It was an arresting sight, and Jeremiah thought confidence sat well on her, like a shroud woven from threads of resilience and audacity.
"I believe," she hesitated for a moment, only to cast aside any remnants of doubt, "that she would be an intriguing companion. 'Pet' seems a demeaning term. Pets are creatures of instinct, remarkably intuitive within the bounds of their natural instincts."
Jeremiah remained silent, but his eyes sparkled—a constellation of quiet joy—as if to say, 'You're on the right track.' Ruth was near the cusp of understanding, and he hadn't even needed to toss in breadcrumbs of wisdom to guide her.
Gently, she stroked her thumb across the dusky contours of the fairy's visage, murmuring more to herself than anyone else, "These creatures are sentient enough to have breached the barrier between realms. They speak—albeit in fragmented utterances—but it's not mere mimicry, not like a parrot."
"A valuable observation," Jeremiah intoned, his voice a warm hum in the cavernous silence. Treating them as demonic imitations would be a grievous error.
"So, this isn't about imposing my will onto a creature or a person. It's a dance between the two categories," Ruth pondered aloud, glancing toward Jeremiah as if seeking affirmation.
"Quite so," he agreed, knowing that his confirmation would suffice in lieu of a detailed explanation.
Buoyed by his endorsement, Ruth fixed her gaze back on the dark fairy. Her eyes closed; the air between them seemed to tremble as if caught in an unseen electrical field. Ruth's spiritual essence surged, seeking a conduit in the tiny creature, absorbed like water seeping into parched earth. The dark fairy remained unchanged in appearance, yet the aura it exuded transformed subtly.
She inhaled once, deeply. Then twice.
Eyes still closed, Ruth retreated her hand, the air still resonating with the invisible threads of their connection. "Did it work?"
Laying his hand lightly upon her elbow, Jeremiah spoke softly, "Let's find out, shall we?"
Still grasping his scythe in one hand, he leaned in and gently tapped the dark fairy's cranium. The spell lifted with an almost inaudible pop, and the creature tumbled backward, momentarily disoriented. 
Regaining its equilibrium, it looked at them both. Ruth extended her palm, onto which the dark fairy hesitantly stepped, as if acknowledging a newfound bond. The creature looked up at Ruth, eyes imbued with a newfound spark.
"I think it worked." Ruth spoke with wonder and a rising swell of triumph.
Enthralled, Jeremiah conceded, "Yes, Ruth. It appears that it did." And for a moment, standing in the spectral landscape of the beyond, both sensed that something far more significant than mere companionship had been forged. They were, each in their own way, pioneers in a realm of endless mystery, and Ruth had just taken a monumental step forward.
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Freeing the Frozen Fairies


In a realm where darkness and light mingled like star-crossed lovers, Ruth found a peculiar kind of solace. One fairy at a time, she'd breathe life into these tiny, oracular beings, emancipating them from their frozen stillness. They weren't a simple menagerie of common creatures or demonic familiars; they were an evanescent congregation of life forms, a mysterious space between animalistic and human-like. 
Each time she brought one back to a fluttering semblance of life, they'd take off. Spiraling into the air, vanishing like midnight fog under a crescent moon or alighting in corners wreathed in shadow. Ruth felt their existence was perhaps the only beauty in a world draped in eternal twilight. 
Jeremiah had retreated to recover from his undisclosed wounds, returning only briefly to prove he remained a corporeal, intact being. In his absence, she found the magnitude of her accomplishments with the dark fairies filled the void of loneliness, at least for a time.
But this newfound courage was a departure from Ruth's history, a narrative that had been inked in vulnerability. Raised in an atmosphere devoid of safety, where her cultural roots and complex identity only seemed to make her more of a target, Ruth had been left to navigate the perils of existence alone. No one had been there to protect her from the real demons—those that walked on two legs and spoke in human tongues. 
The experience was like wearing a talisman of vulnerability around her neck, and she had spent her whole life searching for someone or something to give her a sense of safety. But now, even in this dark slice of what could only be described as Hell, she found a dominion that was hers to mold, hers to protect.
Ruth was ensnared in these contemplations when Jeremiah materialized behind her, breaking her reverie. "You look like you're immersed in something exceptionally profound," he said, stepping from the shroud of obscurity.
Startled, she stumbled, almost plummeting over the rooftop garden’s edge. In a quick movement, Jeremiah caught her wrist and pulled her toward him, one arm encircling her waist in an intimate embrace.
He smiled, his face drawing close enough for her to feel his warm breath wafting over her skin—a gentle zephyr in a realm devoid of natural wind. "Will you share what's preoccupying that mind of yours?"
Ruth locked eyes with him, feeling the magnetic pull of unspoken emotions. "I'll tell you, but only if you tell me where you've been. I missed you," she countered, letting the words hang in the space between them like a secret waiting to be unfolded. 
Here, in this dusky corner of the universe, two souls were learning to navigate a complex terrain of vulnerabilities and newfound strengths. And perhaps, just perhaps, they were also discovering that even in the darkest of realms, they could be each other’s light.
“You missed me?” The hint of incredulity in Jeremiah's voice was almost visceral, like the first cool breeze of autumn that promised more chilling winds to come. “I assumed your darklings would occupy your thoughts in my absence.”
“Those moments when you vanish are empty spaces in time for me,” Ruth admitted, her voice tinged with the wistful honesty that only comes from baring a vulnerable soul. The air between them was electric, yet neither made the move to break free from the other's gravitational pull. “I thought maybe you could fill those spaces. Stay.”
“Stay?”
“Here, in the house I've claimed in this fractured reality. We could be fragmented together. Less lonely,” she rambled, each word picking up speed as excitement bubbled in her. “You wouldn't have to leave me so often, isn't that something worth considering?”
Jeremiah’s eyes softened like melting wax, casting a warmth that contradicted the cool world around them. “You don't know how tempting that is, Ruth. But I can’t.”
A wave of disappointment surged through her, making her step back, distancing herself from him. Her bare feet met the velvety touch of midnight-blue blossoms that spread like a living carpet below her. “I shouldn’t have asked. It was stupid.”
“No,” he said, capturing her hesitance in one syllable. “Don’t misunderstand.”
“How can I? You've other worlds to haunt,” she responded, a tinge of bitterness slipping through.
“Ruth,” Jeremiah moved closer, encircling his arms around her midsection. His cheek came to rest against her hair—wavy locks infused with the complex layers of her character, capturing her essence in a way words could not. “The very idea that you’d want me to stay is more alluring than you can imagine. But I can’t.”
Frustration pulsed through her. She rotated within his arms to face him, pressing her hands to his chest as if she could push an answer out of him. “Don’t placate me with poetic words. I need an explanation.”
His eyes, in that moment, were a labyrinth she desperately wanted to navigate. “I'm your guide, your protector, the keeper of your fragmented world's order. Being close to you, physically and emotionally, blurs the lines of my purpose. It compromises my objectivity.”
A sigh escaped Ruth’s lips, drawn from a place deep within her. “But you're not objective now. Don't pretend this is a one-sided vulnerability.”
Taking a step back, Jeremiah unwound his arms from her, his eyes reflecting a world of unspoken words. “You're correct, and therein lies the dilemma. Until I'm assured that you can stand alone, I can't afford to lose myself.”
At that, Ruth halted. An inkling of doubt shaded her thoughts. Was she manipulating Jeremiah, unintentionally pulling him into her sphere of influence, as she did with the simulacrum and her darklings?
An instinctual step back was her reflex, her hand rising to her chest as if she could shield her heart from her own self-doubt. “Fine,” her voice broke ever so slightly. “You should go.”
She half-expected a rebuttal, some token resistance. Instead, he simply nodded, turned, and with two steps, evaporated into the framework of their surreal existence. 
In that moment, Ruth felt a loneliness far more visceral than the absence of his physical form—a vacancy of companionship that not even her darklings could fill.
And then it was just Ruth, in that liminal space of solitude, where the air felt heavy, like the wet velvet of a dark theater curtain.
She found herself lingering in the space where Jeremiah had been, that ephemeral ghost of a presence. Eventually, she meandered toward the edge of the second floor, letting her legs dangle over the abyss, as if she were teetering between two realities.
She couldn't discern how much time had stretched its languid limbs before the simulacrum—her imitation of Asher—appeared beside her. He sat close, their hips aligning like two puzzle pieces reluctant to fully connect. With a sort of canine affection, he nestled his head against her shoulder. "You're not mad at me, are you?"
She looked at him, caught off guard. "Why would you even think that?"
"We've stopped meandering through our garden labyrinth together," he noted, an edge of sadness slicing through his words. "And you always seem to be lost in your own world now. Is it because I fled the house when that creature came? I was afraid for both of us."
She sighed, a rush of air laden with a tinge of annoyance and, admittedly, guilt. "You're not the one in the wrong here."
"I notice things," he replied, disappointment coloring his voice. "You don’t call me by name anymore. You shy away from intimacy. We were supposed to marry, yet now you treat me like a stranger in our supposed Eden."
The weight of his words cracked her fragile veneer of serenity. She sprung to her feet, spinning away from him. "I need to tend to the darklings." Her words came out taut like a pulled string.
His expression darkened further. "So you are upset with me."
"This isn't about you," Ruth asserted, her hand resting on the doorknob. "This is about me navigating my own labyrinth of thoughts, okay?"
"Then enlighten me. Please," he insisted.
Ruth paused, as if suspended between two gravitational pulls. In that moment, she understood how Jeremiah must have felt—bound by duties and desires, struggling with the disclosure of inconvenient truths. Could she tell this effigy that he was just a shadow, not her real husband, an echo of a love she didn’t feel?
It wasn’t that simple. Nothing was. The world was a pool, and her actions were pebbles tossed into it. Each decision had its ripples, consequences radiating outward, altering even the furthest reaches of her reality.
She glanced downward, noting the pristine polish on her toenails, a small but enduring piece of her identity. She was in Hell, yet paradoxically, she remained undeniably herself. It was a kind of torture, perhaps, but one that seemed more humane than she'd expected from this netherworld. After all, the worst prisons are the ones where you're the jailer, the prisoner, and the key, all at the same time.
"I need to check on the darklings," Ruth repeated with a finality that allowed for no debate. "This isn’t about you. At some point, we'll talk—really talk. But for now, I need space to ponder my own infernal thoughts, alright?"
His eyes, large and dewy, met hers with a pleading intensity. "Are we still bound for marriage? Is that still our fate?"
A strangled sound escaped her, a discordant note of sorrow and indecision. She turned her back on him and crossed the threshold, securing the door behind her with a resounding click of the lock.
It was a hollow gesture. The simulacrum had his uncanny ways of maneuvering through the house, as if obeying neither celestial nor infernal laws. Still, locking the door granted her an ephemeral moment of respite, a flimsy shield against her own guilt.
By the time she reached the garden’s mystical flower that guarded the key, remorse had unfurled its tendrils around her heart. A sidelong glance revealed him still standing there—hovering really, as if suspended between Heaven and Earth—silhouetted momentarily by a glint of light that broke through the ever-churning storm clouds. The wind rustled. Clouds converged. The heavenly luminescence vanished.
But in that fleeting glimpse, he had not appeared as a counterfeit—an ersatz. He had looked celestial, like an archangel or her true husband, bathed in an aureole of divine light.
Ruth inserted the key and unlocked the garden's gate, propelling herself away from her accursed home and toward the tower at the crux of her universe. The moment she stepped into its cavernous hallways, tranquility enshrouded her anew, bolstering her with newfound conviction.
She'd endeavored to pierce the heavens before and had found herself ensnared in a sordid dimension of gambling and demonic hounds—a spectacular failure. But she was different now. She was wiser, more fortified, with battle-hardened resolve sculpted by this otherworldly realm. It was time to make another celestial ascent.
The simulacrum, for all his semblance, would forever be a hollow echo. Jeremiah, with his cryptic words and evasive affection, would never fully belong to this place—or to her. Each would always be a reminder of her own intrinsic uncertainties. 
But Asher?
Finding him would alter the very fabric of her existence. The question was not one of capability, but of timing. When, not if. With that thought bolstering her, she felt as if she could stretch her hand high enough to rend the veils between worlds, and resolved to ascend from her infernal labyrinth and grasp at the paradise that always seemed just a wing's span out of reach.
And she knew she could do it.
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