2

[bookmark: _GoBack]Nathan R. Kight
Professor Michael Leavitt
CRW 3120
October 17th, 2018
[bookmark: _Hlk528439465]A Cast Shadow
Prologue
You are asleep.
You feel the stone, cold walls around you, the feel of humid, musty air heavy on your bones. That’s all you are, bones. You feel the stillness more than anything else, the raw rigidity of being unable to move, the paralysis. You can see nothing, but your eyes are wide open, and you know you are dreaming. You are dreaming of a land filled with sand, discovery, and youth. Heroic, courageous, striking gallantry that you will bring home to your wife. You have a wife, you remember. You can’t remember her name, her face, just long, brown hair, tilted back in laughter. A stock photo with no detail, just a feeling of fondness sifting, and gone.
The walls around you shake. The lid of your sleep, shifting. A crack of yellow light drifts through your dusty, dead air. Light flickers, on and off, a moan like a faded scream filters through. You try to breath, to touch the light, but you are rigid.
Gone.
A shadow creeps in, like an overflow of water that spills like gas. You can’t see me as I fall. I see you, in your bones. I flow over your rib cage, your spine, creeping through your skull to fill the cavern that used to be your mind. You stir from your sleep, the pictures of pyramids and temples fading as you begin to question the consciousness that laps through your memory, through everything that you are. You feel your legs move, the stillness broken, a terrible itch forming in the throat you don’t have. You try to cough, but I haven’t given you that yet.
I force your arms to move, to claw at that lid, moving the heavy stone that seals you in the darkness. You see that the room is empty, that the lights are flashing, and you climb over the edge. You strain. You feel pain rip through your bones, as your nothing is filled with movement. The rigidity is ripped away, and you fall to the ground, your suddenly empty lungs heaving, your lips drawn wide, and your hands convulsion around your throat.
I give you leave to breath.
You breath.
You feel your eyelids flutter as precious oxygen floods your lungs, and you cough, hacking up dust, like you drowned in it. Perhaps you did. Your mouth begins to water, and a terrible thirst runs through you like so much blood, your mind suddenly aware of your body, and everything in the room crystallizes into reality. 
The dream is over.



[bookmark: _Hlk528585303]A Bone to Pick
Chapter 1
	Terry coughed, the dry skin of his throat contracting and tearing as he forced saliva and air through. He laid his forehead against the uneven stone floor, his coughing fit driving bits of gravel into the soft skin of his head. After a minute, the fit subsided, and he recovered enough to feel how cold he was and how hungry. Then, the sharp, stabbing pain that pierced him from the center of his back to his left shoulder. Terry shuddered, then opened his eyes.
	Grey light emanated from a hole in the ceiling, ripped apart like a child ripping into a cardboard box like an upside down ‘T’. Dust was still in the air. He raised his emaciated arm to cover his mouth, and he saw the skeletons. 
	Burnt, dry cadavers wrapped in linens and other dry clothes littered the ground around the walls. Some of them still had sheets of skin stretching over their cheeks and hands, while others were missing arms, ribs, and other bones, the fragments littering the ground. One thing they all shared, they all stared where Terry came from. A large, stone sarcophagus, opened, the lid barely open enough for him to slip through. The lid had a man standing resolute, his hands crossed over his chest, a doctor’s coat and a wide, smiling mouth. The eyes were blotted out, crisscrossed with scratches. Black marks like oil lined the edge of the lid, marred with thin scratches. Beside it lay a sarcophagus, the lid depicting a frowning woman in a wedding dress, her hands over her mouth.
	Terry dragged in a breath, and said, “What the fuck?” The words echoed off the walls. He walked over to the sarcophagus, wiped away a thick layer of dust away from the woman’s face. Despite her frown, she was beautiful, her eyes brown and intent. Terry’s fingers lingered on her face.
	“Your wife.” 
	Terry jumped away from the sarcophagus. He spun around, staring at the walls, then the small, barely man-sized door. A bird’s outline was engraved around the door with flames etched all around it. 
“Who is that?” He said, walking towards the door. “Who are you?” 
“Not enough time. I woke you, now you must go.” The faint voice said, the trail of its words ending in whispers from many voices.
“Leave… here?”
“Yes, fool. The door is yours to open.”
Terry approached the door slowly. Its surface was warm, and when he pressed on it, the stone felt soft, like flesh. 
“Are you the one who spoke to me?” Terry waited, his hand on the door. A faint, whispering sound echoed around him, but no answer came. He pressed on the door. It didn’t budge, and before he could push again, the voices spoke again.
“Wait.”
Before Terry could ask, the stone became scorching hot and a bright orange flame shone into the room in the outline of the door, blinding Terry for a moment. He jerked back, falling backwards. The room trembled before the light faded, leaving Terry with only the light from the opening overhead, and a burnt hand. 
“What was that?” He said.
Once again, the voice was absent, leaving Terry to get up. His desiccated limbs felt heavy, and he stared at his burnt hand. He hesitated, then pushed hard, heaving the door open. A loud scraping sound echoed into the beyond, and Terry stumbled outside.
A hallway opened up before him, the ceiling stretching far above the room before. Pillars lined the hallway, sconces several feet higher than he could reach all empty asides for a few lit torches. The blackened image of a bird’s claws marked the ground in front of the door, before continuing to the left. Terry looked down that way and saw the hint of dwindling orange light. He looked to the right and began walking before the voice spoke again.
“Not that way.”
Terry crossed his arms and looked after the light. “Why not? Do we want to follow the murder bird?”
“The Phoenix’s fire keeps the dead asleep. Follow its trail, and it will be easier for you.”
“The… dead.”
“Yes. Did you think you lived?”
Terry looked down at the back of his hands, his skin sunken in between his finger bones. He wiggled his fingers and sighed. “Well, no.”
“Rest, mortal. We will retrieve your spirit, and you’ll regain your fleshy demeanor.”
Terry leaned against the wall, and the whispering grew agitated. 
“Why do you not rise?”
Terry raised his finger, and said, “Maybe because I have a creepy, thousand voiced thing telling me I’m dead, and I can’t even see… him? She?” He raised his head. “What the hell are you?”
“You are seeing me. I am the skin on your bones.”
Terry blinked. “What?”
In reply, his finger’s skin crawled, the blood vessels underneath popping out and black. The vessels crawled from his finger to his hand, travelling till it disappeared into his sleeves.
Terry collapsed against the wall, his hands shaking. “You’re in my body?”
“I am your body.”
He covered his eyes with his hands, pressing his palms into his eyes. “This is… this…” His voice hitched, and a sob that turned into a cough ripped its way out of his throat. After the fit subsided, he asked, “Why can’t I cry?”
“It was not necessary. Until your body is back, I am your fluids. Now rise, we require your memories to sustain this.”
When Terry said nothing, the voice continued. “Your daughter needs you, Terrance Donovan. Do you not want to live?”
“My daughter?”
“Yes, she sent me.”
“And… that was my wife in there?”
“Yes.”
“I… remember having a wife.”
The whispering inside his head grew powerful, crowding his mind of all other thoughts. “You will remember more. Move, before we both are destroyed.”
Terry breathed in deep, filling his lungs up with as much air as he wished it was bravado. He pulled himself up, and followed after the Phoenix, the warmth of its passing already gone. The hallway’s walls were limestone, he realized. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but as he thought about it, he realized his clothes. An olive jacket, covered in sand, with a button-down shirt, long, sturdy pants, and combat boots. A scarf hung around his neck, and he wrapped it around his neck, huddling against the folds of his clothes for a little more warmth. 
At the end of the hallway it cut off to the right, the soot trail of the Phoenix showing in the floor and the walls. Long, singed lines trailed across the walls, and at times the prints would stop at a skeleton. Those prints were burned into the ground, and despite his fear of the bird, he longed for the warmth of its wake. The torches were too high, out of his reach, their warmth too small to reach him.
He walked for nearly half an hour, and as he did the torches began multiplying on the walls, and large, stone doors appeared. Terry paused by one, his breath coming out in clouds in front of him as he panted for breath.
“What’s behind these doors?”
“Things best left unknown.”
“Real descriptive.”
“I chose not to be.”
“For someone in my head, the things I say sure goes over yours, huh?”
“Ah, humor. Droll.”
“Droll. What, did you just wake up from…” Terry stared numbly at the door, and continued, “What year is it?”
“I have existed for uncountable. Your age is irrelevant, only your progress.”
Terry gritted his teeth. He pushed off the door, continuing down the path. A gap in the torches caught his eye, and as he walked towards it, he felt a flush run through his cheeks, his head throbbing less. When he stopped in front of it, the voice whispered.
“Not here.”
An alley in the hallway was riven in the rock wall, two crumbling pillars on either side. Skeletons in barely torn clothes littered the causeway. The path continued steeped in darkness, but a doorway was lit by a grey, almost negative light. It was too far to see into, but Terry could feel the warmth slipping into his body. When he put his hand on the pillar to lean in, he felt a slow stream of heat running through his fingertips, and he breathed a sigh. 
“Turn back, mortal.”
“It’s… so warm.”
“It is a trap, only slumber lies that way.”
“Is that what that is?”
The voice did not respond, the last whispers slowly dying as he felt the warmth slip into his mind as well. He began seeing flashes of images and felt… memories. A softball, the smell of burnt candy, and the iron taste of blood. Terry breathed in deep, and his lungs filled with smoke. He took a step into the corridor, and like a hood slipping off his head, sounds came rushing into his ears.

“She’ll get him clean off that plate.” His voice said, echoing discordantly, before settling like a radio coming in tune.
Isabelle said nothing. She leaned off the seat cushion she brought with her, keeping her bare legs from the scorching stadium seats. She was so beautiful, he thought. Her brown hair neatly drawn back in a short ponytail, Walmart sunglasses, and a tense smile. He felt his eyes move away, and he wondered why he ever stopped looking at her.
A baseball field opened before him. Mottled grass and brown grass enclosed the red dirt of the inner field. Each plate had a runner on it, and Terry felt his eyes drawn to the pitcher mound. He was too far to see any details, but he knew there was a girl there. Brown hair, thin lips, and cold grey eyes. Terry could feel those eyes boring into him, but the figure down in the field wasn’t looking at him. She wound up for her pitch, threw, and the batter hit it hard. The ball flew fast and hit the pitcher right in the face. A cold feeling seized his stomach, and gasps and screams quickly died as people ran out to the field. The sounds of the field fell out of tune, with his eyes turning to his wife. Isabelle, he thought, before the memory disappeared. 

He was face down in the alleyway, the taste of dust in his mouth. Hard objects pressed down on him, like a mound of wood had settled on him while he lay. He got up, and as the clattering of bones fell to the ground, he realized what was on him. Skeletal figures lay around him, their faces staring at him with slack jawed expressions. Some of them wore dresses, t-shirts and jeans, but one, small enough to be a girl, wore a softball uniform. They had settled on top of him while he was remembering, he realized, and he felt his skin crawl. Terry stared at the nameless skeleton before looking up, staring at the negative light at the end of the corridor before looking back at the skeleton in softball clothes. He thought of the girl standing on the pitcher mound. Goosebumps crawled up his arms, and he quickly walked towards the negative space. 
Towards the end of the corridor, he felt the warmth he had before, but it didn’t muddle his head like before. Strange whispers distinct from his guide echoed around the room, faint laughter and screams. They sounded happy, but from the echoes they warped till they were unrecognizable. The room itself was awash in the negative light coming from a pedestal in the center. A metal baseball bat lay on it, the logo on it chipped and ran off. Dark, brown splotches covered parts of it. Around the pedestal were skeletons with softball uniforms, some with catcher mitts, others with helmets. Many of them were small and slight, almost childlike.  They were in a mound around the pedestal, their backs to the light like people would sit their backs to a fireplace. 
Terry walked up to the pedestal, stepping on a few of the skeletons, reaching for the bat. Before his fingers closed on it, he heard a sudden rustling in his mind, like a dozen voices suddenly holding their breath. He listened, but all he could hear now was an electric sound, like the whine of a television. Terry winced, wondering if… whatever it was that helped him was trying to speak to him. His fingers trembled over the bat. He almost fell asleep just walking here. What if it was a trap?
A scrape broke through the room, and then a popping sound accompanied by a crackling noise. Terry spun around to the corridor, eyes wide. When he looked, he realized there was no Phoenix, only the dark corridor. A tugging at his cargo pants, and Terry looked down to see a skeletal arm grasping at his leg. Its movements were small and weak, like an infant, but when it managed to raise its head to stare at Terry, he saw in its eyes two bright, violet flames burning deep in the recesses of its skull. Its jaw worked, popping loudly, and an angry hissing emanated from it. 
The rest of the mound was stirring as well, and Terry kicked at the skeletal arm, knocking its body away. It flew with little resistance, but as it clattered to the floor, Terry could see it was already moving. Many of the other skeletons were now looking at him, their jaws slightly distended. One’s teeth began chattering, and then he heard the hissing slowly forming words.
“…Flesh… it breathes.. Hungry… Give, give…”
Terry kicked another, his combat boots cracking down on a skull, but their bodies held more resistance, and he could feel other fingers closing in on his heels. The one he was standing on was shifting, and before Terry could decide against it, he grabbed the bat. As he grabbed it, the negative light whited out the room, blasting him back into the corridor, skidding across the ground on his back. He stared at the ceiling, coughing, moving to get back up. He sat up, and he saw the black doorway of the room. He saw small pinpricks of violet light, and the sound of hissing. Terry scrambled to his feet, knocking something into the wall beside him. The bat. Light from the room was fading from it, barely emanating in the dark corridor. He grabbed it, backing away from the gathering mob of sparks.
	As he backed away, he knocked over the different skeletal bodies that had slept atop him. They began stirring, their long fingers twitching as they slowly raised themselves. Terry held the bat in both hands, and swung down hard on the skeleton closest to him, one wearing a torn t-shirt and pants, cracking the skull. He swung again, caving it in entirely, a popping sound accompanying the crack like a firecracker. A brief flash illuminated the hallway, and Terry saw the skeletons from the previous room were now moving quicker, tripping over each other as they moved towards him.
	Terry ran out of the corridor, bursting through the shadowed entry breathing hard. He looked behind him, and saw the dead still stumbling after him, their hissing slowly deepening and growing stronger. A cacophony of voices burst into his head.
	“..fool, there is no time for this dallying, there is no time!” The voice was urgent, its words stumbling over each other. At times one part of its voice would echo loudly over the others, driving a stabbing pain into Terry’s mind.
	“What is- stop shouting! Why is there no time?” He held the bat in front of him, warding off the skeletons.
	“Finally you exit the rift. The Phoenix returns. We must flee.”
	Terry could feel the warmth in the air that was quickly rising. Soon it was sweltering, and a baleful orange light filled the hallway, slowly chasing away the dark. The hissing of the skeletons faded. Terry looked to see the corridor was slowly closing, the light chasing the shadow of the corridor away like it was a curtain covering the wall that was always there. A skeleton was reaching out before the shadow dispersed. Its arm fell to the ground, wriggling and grasping at the air. The heat rose, and the arm’s struggling slowly stopped.
	“There is no time.”
	Before he could act, he felt a something deep within his chest begin uncoiling. His heart beat loudly in his ears, following by a sickly tearing sound, and his heart stopped. Terry fell to his knees, gasping, and then his eyes locked on the skin of his hand. It was slowly turning black, drying up before his eyes, turning black. His flesh peeled and melted away from his fingers, speeding up to leave his hand a skeletal mass. Soon his arms were stripped of flesh and tissue, and he fell onto his side. His lungs deflated, and he felt his body collapse. 
	He saw black, shining liquid pour past him, disappearing into cracks in the stone walls. The orange light intensified, and Terry could feel the steps of a giant weight behind him. A burning claw set in front of his face, and fire poured around him. A flaming, hooked beak came into view, its sharp point white hot, and a large, smoking eye stared down at him. The eye was the color of ashen wood still ablaze, white, with cracks of red white power pouring off. Terry couldn’t move, but he could hear the crackling of his clothes as they slowly burned. The Phoenix let out a low, throaty trill, the sound vibrating deep from its throat, and from what little Terry could feel, it rattled his rib cage.
	The Phoenix snapped its beak once, before propping itself up, and moving on, the last trace its charred print and the smell of burning clothes. Moments later, when the air was chilled, and the light of the Phoenix was gone, the black liquid returned, flowing into his skull, sliding in between the segments of his spine, and he could feel his flesh returning to him. When he felt his lips form over his teeth, and the tips of his fingers mashed against the stone floor, he propped himself up. A tear ran down his face, and he whimpered, pulling the baseball bat to him, whispering Isabelle’s name.
	“Get up.”
	“What was that?” Terry said, shaking.
	“The Phoenix. The cycle of rebirth. The bird of fire.”
	“What is- where is Isabelle?”
	The many voices sighed, and said, “She is inconsequential. Your daughter calls for you. Only one may be taken.”
	Cold, gray eyes and a smashed, bloody nose flitted through his mind. He remembered her. Rebecca. His daughter. He remembered. After the game he took them all to a steak dinner, with Isabelle stroking her daughter’s hair, whispering that if she wants to go home, all she needs to do is say. He felt uneasy, and irritation flashed through him. Of course she’d say, but this was a steak dinner, why would she want to leave? His daughter nodded at Isabelle. She was chewing slowly on a slice of rare meat, and her eyes locked on his. He shied away from that contact, he remembered, cutting into his own bloody steak. She whispered something to his wife, and Isabelle’s chair legs scraped against the restaurant floor. 
	“She wants to go,” she said, her eyes tired. “I’ll take the van home. Thanks for the dinner.” She kissed his head, and he smiled at her. Rebecca came up to him and hugged him. He squeezed her with one arm and whispered… something.
	Rebecca took a step away from him, staring down at him unblinking. Her nose was stilled stuffed with tissues. It was swollen too, with purple splotches forming. As he stared into those eyes, he knew he loved her, but he still looked away, looking for the waiter. She stood there for a second longer, then left. 
	Terry was back on the cold stone floor. The skeletal arm was wriggling again now, but it had no sense of direction. It grasped at air, grabbing nothing.
	“Where do I need to go?” He asked the many voices.
	“Follow the Phoenix. Beware its trail, and if it turns to us, run. Follow my orders, and you will see your daughter.”
	Terry nodded and struggled to his feet. He grabbed the bat and took one last look at the straining arm before walking after the Phoenix.
 


Intermission
“He changed it.” A guttural voice whispered in the mortal’s mind, beneath his thoughts.
“Of course he did.” A smooth, deep feminine voice said. “He’ll do it again.”
“We will need to change our strategy.” The third was scratchy, and it cleared its throat after speaking before continuing. “One of us will have to guide him.”
	“Raise another?” The guttural voice sounded pensive. “We have risked too much already. The girl will owe us too much.”
	“Hozy, it won’t matter about the girl if all this works out.” The smooth voice said, before sharpening like a broadsword. “If we get this fool out, so do we. Surely that’s worth some sacrifice.”
	An angry hum like the hum of a hummingbird’s wing beats grew loud until the scraping voice cut in. “We are not alone, Hozaalim. Asahskar has a point.”
	“It was her answering this fool’s child that got us into this. We are not sacrifices, nor pittances.”
	“Then I will be the pittance.” Both of other voices ceased, not even a whisper remained. “Is it so surprising? We have not walked truly for years. I want eat again.”
	The third voice murmured, “If you are willing to pay the price, then it is yours.”
	“Of course.” A low hum undulating eerily like deep throated laughter echoes. “Keep the imps in order, you two.”
	Neither of the other voices spoke again, and the cacophony of whispers overtook them all.



Chapter 2
Absence in Nocturne
	Hallways wrapped around the pyramid for hours, the rough stone smoothing into cinderblocks, red dirt smeared in thin scrapes across its surface. The skeletal figures wore clothes from the baseball field. Two were standing, their jaw slack, visors on their head, one of them holding a camera and the other a baseball glove. Terry paused when he saw them, holding his cool bat in his hands, a slight tremble to his fingers. He asked the voice if they were alive. When no answer came he moved on past them, eying their sockets for a hint of the violet flame. A corridor down, he found a hot dog man, tray and all, his shirt stained with dried scraps of ketchup. 
	Staring at the skeleton, Terry said, “Is that going to happen to me?” The voices made no reply. Terry continued walking, holding his bat at the ready. He continued looking back at the skeleton.
	“Stop dallying, mortal.” The voices were loud in his head, startling him out of looking over his shoulder, falling against a nearby wall.
	“Finally!” He said, pushing himself off the wall. “We’ve been walking for hours, what have you been doing?”
	“Barely an hour is barely time enough to deal with what damage you have done to this death of yours.”
	“My death? Damage? You mean this,” he patted the cinderblocks, “I did this?”
	The voices were silent before saying, “Yes.”
	“How? Was it because of the bat?”
	“The less you know the better. Follow our directions, and we will all be free soon enough.”
	Terry pressed his lips together out of annoyance, but he kept on walking. After a few steps, the voices continued.
	“There will be a path ahead on your left by a pillar with a lite sconce. Stop there.”
	“A path?” He muttered, “There’s been nothing, what makes you think…?” 
	The cinderblock walls opened into a dark alleyway, the blocks around them looking weathered and worn. A tepid wind breathed gently out through the alley, and Terry shrank from its touch. The smell of peaches and metal drifted past, and Terry stared down the dark passage.
	“What’s down there?”
	“Help, to keep us on our course.” 
	“I don’t think I’ll be doing that.” Terry shook his head. “I can take one look at all that and know it is not good.”
	“It is the next step to finding your daughter.”
	“Finding my daughter?”
	“Yes, to get out of this place.”
	“I thought you knew where she was.”
	The voices paused. “Yes, we do. The way to get to her is obscured, so we must find the way.”
	Terry looked down the passage, breathing in the air. The uncomfortable metal tang and fruit made his head hurt, and Terry stepped away and continued on walking through the hallways.
	“Mortal, where do you go?”
	“Listen, thing, the only memory I have is because I didn’t listen to you. That doesn’t read well to me.”
	“Your new memory serves only to wake up the dead more. We need the right memories to get you out.”
	Terry slammed the bat hard onto the ground, a metal clang that echoed down the hallways. After a few moments of silence, the voices spoke.
	“This behavior is infantile. We know the way, you do not.”
	“Might be true, but I want all my memories. Like why does it seem like my daughter hates me? Who is my wife? Why can I remember the rules of baseball but I can’t seem to recall my daughter’s name?”
	The voices were quiet, and the voices spoke slowly, deliberately. “If we show you more, you will get what we need?”
	Terry stared up at the ceiling, and nodded.
	“Do not prove more troublesome than this. Go forward, and there will be a door. Crack it open.”
	Terry smiled, and something about his clothes shifted. They turned darker, more like a jumpsuit. 

