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Chapter 1

Friendship Pact



Bartherioch looked down at the seal. It had been inscribed by a master, no doubt. The lines were perfect. Humans tended to think the medium was important, using inks made of blood or other mysterious elixirs. It was not important; the color was more important. This one had used the correct color to ensure his loyalty, the color of the sky on the solstice. Clever human.

Usually when these sorts of things happened, he was in some desolate temple or some moonlit grove. Often there was a brazier or a fire. Sometimes they brought goats, for some reason. But here he found himself somewhere he had not been before. A cheerful place, if he got the word right. A small fireless lamp, carpeting, a bed with a metal frame shaped like a heart. The walls were the color of springtime roses, and there were thin colorful tomes and plushy idols strewn about. He noticed the sorcerer.

It was the smallest conjurer he had ever seen. She had forsaken the usual cloak and cowl humans seemed to like. She held a stylus the same color blue as the seal instead of an ornate knife. She stared up at him without fear.

“I am Bartherioch, lower Arch Demon of the Vanguard of Hell. With whom do I consort?” Names were a powerful thing and knowing hers would be some small leverage.

“Hell is a swear!” she replied.

What sort of name is Hell-is-a-swear? Humans had only gotten more and more unusual. He suspected however, she was not following the rules, which annoyed him. “Very well, Hell-is-a-swear. What is your request?”

She giggled. “That’s not my name. I’m Amanda. Do you want to color?” She held out her stylus.

“I am not allowed to want things,” Bartherioch intoned. “I must know what you want, however.”

“Why?”

“So we may make an exchange,” Bartherioch said. Strange that this powerful little conjurer did not know the rules. “Name your desire.”

She was silent for a minute and went back to scribbling on her parchments. Bartherioch waited. He had no choice but to wait. Perhaps the clever little human knew she could trap him here for decades if she made no exchange. They had tried that before. Eventually they asked him to go away and he would earn their soul simple as that.

“I want you to be my friend forever,” Amanda finally said.

“Forever?” Bartherioch pondered. How would he claim her soul this way? But, he found, it was not against the rules to agree to this. He snapped his fingers and a parchment appeared. “If this is your final request, you must sign your name here.”

Amanda read the contract carefully. Shrewd one. Of course she was. “And I’ll be your friend forever, too.”

“Shall I amend the agreement?”

Amanda shook her head. “Nah, I’ll just promise it.” She used her stylus to write “Amanda Delaney Ortega” on the contract. Batherioch waited for the compulsion to set in. Usually the humans wanted power or fame or money. Whatever they asked for slowly corrupted them, of course as the agreement took its course. Occasionally it killed them outright. But nothing seemed to happen here. He did not even return to Hell.

“What’s your name again?”

“Must I repeat it?” The power of names worked both ways.

“Yes. If we’re gonna be friends, I need to call you something. Those are the rules.”

Rules. Oh, she was clever. “I am Bartherioch, lower Arch Demon of the Vanguard of Hell.”

Amanda shook her head. “That’s too much. I’m gonna call you Barther.”

Bartherioch winced. “Familiarity is against the rules.”

Amanda made a face. “What rules? Friends use nicknames sometimes. Barther is your nickname.” She continued making shapes on her parchment.

Barther did not suit him, he thought, but he could not deny this ‘nickname’ protocol. Alas.

Amanda held up the page. “Look. It’s you.”

The demon stared at it. “It is not. I am not that hue. Besides, I am not that flat. That must be some other entity.”

Amanda laughed. “You’re very silly. It’s you.” She wrote ‘Barther’ at the top.

A larger human entered. Amanda addressed her as Mommy. “Look,” the conjurer said, passing the sheet of parchment to Mommy.

“What’s this?” the woman asked.

“It’s my new friend, Barther! He’s over there.” Amanda pointed at the demon.

“Mommy cannot see me,” Bartherioch said. How did the little human not know this?

Mommy chuckled. “An imaginary friend, huh? Well, he’s very scary looking….”

“He isn’t scary!” Amanda protested. “He’s very funny and nice.”

Mommy handed the paper back. “If you say so. C’mon, Mandita, time for bed.”

Who is this Mandita? Batherioch was appalled to find that Mommy was referring to Amanda. Multiple names? What a profane practice. Not even the Prince allowed such vulgarity. He waited in Amanda’s chamber while the sorcerer and Mommy performed some strange ritual.

They returned after some time, and Mommy gave Amanda a kiss on the head. “Good night, my Mandita. Sweet dreams.”

“Good night, Mommy. Say good night to Barther too please.”

Mommy looked at the incorrect corner of the room and said, “Good night, Barther.” She extinguished the fire-less lamp.

“Good night, Barther,” Amanda repeated to him.

“Is it?”

Amanda giggled. “You don’t know anything do you. It’s okay. I’ll teach you. Friends say good night before they go to sleep.”

“I will not sleep,” Bartherioch said.

“Well I’m going to, so tell me good night! It’s important. Abuela says.”

“Very well. Good night, Amanda.”

The little conjurer slept until dawn.



Amanda stood at the edge of the rushing river. Her eyes were alight in a way that troubled Bartherioch. A curious sensation.

“What are you doing, Amanda?” he asked.

“I’m gonna swim, Barth.” She had insisted on changing his name again. He had no choice to resist. But he found he could refuse to call her Mandy.

“But it is against the rules.” Bartherioch pointed at the sign that read “EXTREME DANGER: Submerged Weir. Venturing over it is RISKING CERTAIN DEATH”

“Oh Barth you’re so boring sometimes,” Amanda said. “It’ll be fine.”

“The inscription says it will not be.”

Amanda rolled her eyes and took a step forward.

“Amanda, do not.” Bartherioch said.

She hesitated but looked at him defiantly. “You can’t stop me.”

“I FORBID IT!” Bartherioch roared.

Amanda was so startled she fell back into the grass. She began to cry. Humans did this sometimes when they were sad or afraid. They wailed and made water from their faces. Strange behavior.

Dad appeared. He was no longer Daddy. “Mija! What happened?” He gasped. “Come away from there! It’s very dangerous, Mandita.” He scooped her up and hugged her fiercely. “It’s okay, you are safe, now, it’s okay.” He kissed her head. “You could have died!” He kissed her again. “I’m sorry for yelling. You’re okay, tranquilo. I was just worried.” He made his way up the bank.

Amanda stared at Bartherioch through her tears.

He found he was pleased she had followed the rules.



Amanda stood with Mom in a queue. Bartherioch looked around. “Amanda, this is very much like where I come from.” The endless queues. The forms. The rules.

Amanda laughed. “The DMV is Hell?”

“Mija, language!” Mom scolded, but she laughed. “It really is though. Almost our turn.”

Bartherioch had watched her complete a form a few days ago with much interest. Humans’ idea of rules were very crude and imprecise, but he could see they understood the thrust of it. Perhaps one day they would get it exact. Today Amanda was to do her practical.

The instructor was a middle aged man called Roger. “Hi, Miss Ortega.” Bartherioch had learned that this was a formality humans used. It puzzled him, but formality was acceptable. “Are you ready? Don’t be nervous.” Roger smiled. “Show me the way to your car.”

Mom hugged her daughter and wished her luck. Amanda listened to Roger’s instructions as he guided her through her practical. Eventually they came to a stop. “Okay, turn left here,” Roger said.

“Amanda,” Bartherioch said. “Do you see the other vehicle coming?”

“No,” Amanda said hesitantly.

“I’m sorry?” Roger asked, his face screwed up in confusion.

Before Amanda could reply, another car appeared over the gentle slope to their right and blew through the four-way stop. Roger turned pale. “Well, I’m glad you saw that guy coming.” He wrote something on his parchment. “Good instincts,” he said, then relaxed. “You must have a guardian angel.” They both chuckled.

Bartherioch was not amused.



“Amanda,” Bartherioch said. The conjurer had grown considerably. She was hanging the stones she liked from her ears. “He is breaking the rules.”

Amanda stopped and looked over her shoulder at the one who called himself Zach instead of the correct name, Zachariah. “What are you talking about?” she whispered.

“He does not love you.”

Amanda snorted. “What do you know about love, Barth?”

The demon knew nothing about love. But he had come to learn that there were some rules around it. “He says the words to someone else.”

Amanda froze. “Does he?”

Bartherioch did not lie. He could not lie.

“Zach?” Amanda asked, turning. The man was adjusting a suit jacket. He smiled at her.

“What is it babe?”

“Is there someone else?”

Zach’s smile disappeared. He blinked, then chuckled. “What are you talking about? Why are you asking me that?”

Amanda could be stubborn. It exasperated many. It made others afraid. “Tell me.” Zach became afraid. They had a long argument. There was much shouting and wild gesturing. By the end, Amanda was alone, crumpled on her bed, her face leaking. This was a thing humans did sometimes when they broke agreements with one another.

“I thought he was going to propose tonight,” Amanda moaned.

“Propose what?”

Even through tears, Amanda smiled the way she did when she needed to explain something to Bartherioch. “Marriage.”

Ah. The human ritual that they thought symbolized a merging of souls. Souls could not do that of course. “It would have been a poor agreement,” Bartherioch said.

Amanda scoffed. “Ya think?”

“I know it.”

Amanda’s eyes glistened and her voice croaked, but she said. “Thank you. I’m glad you are my friend.”

“It is our agreement,” Bartherioch nodded.



Amanda had made a mistake when she mentioned to the woman next to her she was hungry. Batherioch started pointing out every restaurant they passed. He hadn’t quite gotten the grasp of buses yet and did not understand she couldn’t stop whenever she wanted. While most people on the bus probably wouldn’t give her a second thought for muttering to herself, as a rule she didn’t like to explain things to the demon when out in public.

“Barth,” she hissed through gritted teeth. “Stoppit!” She flashed an apologetic smile to the woman next to her who returned it with no small amount of concern.

When she stepped off the bus she glanced at the demon. “Thanks for your help but you know I can’t talk to you in crowds.”

“Yes.” Barth said. “You broke your rule.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes friends do that for each other.” Framing things as rules made it easy for him to understand she knew this would sometimes spawn arguments so she pressed on. “Now it’s okay to find a spot to eat, though.”

“This one is a good establishment.” He pointed. “You will get an agreeable quantity for your coins.”

She frowned. “I dunno Barth. This place looks kinda shady.”

“Of course it is. All indoor places are by definition.”

She sighed. She wasn’t in the mood for this and didn’t want to hear him chastise her for the next two blocks for making a poor agreement. She stepped inside. It could barely be called a restaurant; there was just enough room for people to stand behind a row of stools lined along the counter. With two other patrons in the place already, she felt like she was violating fire code by entering.

It smelled good at least.

She sat down and ordered a breakfast sandwich and coffee. The man next to her looked up and grinned. “Best coffee in town, right? And you can’t beat the portions for the price.”

Amanda thought Bartherioch looked smug but she ignored him. She explained she just moved to the city and she was just getting her bearings. The man turned and introduced himself as Samir. Amanda and he talked for a good long while and she laughed. He gave her a small parchment before he left.

That night, Amanda paced around her apartment. “Should I call him Barth?”

The demon stared. “It is against the—“

“Yes I know it’s against the rules for you to decide.” Amanda sighs. “Can you tell me if this one’s evil or something?”

“There are no evil people. Only evil choices.”

Amanda continued pacing. “Does he make evil choices?”

“Everyone makes—“

“Right, Barth, I know. It just….” She sighed. Bartherioch stared for a long moment. He cringed and recoiled and spasmed like he did that time she joked he was a bad friend. “Barth? Buddy what’s wrong?”

“Call,” the demon growled through bared teeth, his voice strained and strangled like he was in immense pain.

Amanda stopped breathing. “Did you….” Her eyes were wide. The demon stared back, completely motionless. Amanda became angry. “You shouldn’t be punished. You followed the rules.” Bartherioch twitched. “You are a good friend, Barth.”

The demon fell to his knee. He looked up. Eyes blazing. “Call him, Amanda.”



Amanda lay in the strange bed. Her breathing was feeble. She had changed names again. Amanda Delaney Fawaz now. The one called Samir had pledged his soul to her many decades ago. He dozed in the chair next to Amanda’s bed.

The conjurer had many visitors during the day. Her children and friends and the practitioners who ensured her comfort. Samir never left, though. He was, Bartherioch reasoned, a good friend to Amanda.

Her eyes fluttered open. She smiled. “Barth.” He knew she knew.

“Amanda. Do you hear the choir? It beckons.”

She shook her head weakly. “I don’t hear anything.”

The voices swelled. “Very soon, I expect.”

“If you say so,” she whispered. “I have lived a joyful life. I am glad you’ve been there for it.” Would the demon be released from his agreement in the next few moments? “I have known love,” she looked at Samir. “And true friendship.” She looked at the demon and again, she smiled. “Bartherioch, you are beautiful, you know?”

She had never used his full name before. He felt a twitch at his shoulders. Great wings, with feathers of all the colors of the Rainbow of the Covenant, hung like a cloak from his back.  He understood. Names can change after all.

Therael lifted Amanda in his arms.

“Where are we going?”

“I am certain you know,” Therael said.

“I hear it now,” she whispered. “And I’m glad you’re coming too.”

Therael swished his glorious wings. “It is our agreement.”

They flew.







Chapter 2

Seafoam



They said there were monsters out here on the Ledge. They were wrong.

I think they didn’t want me to find the schools of cod out here. Maybe they meant the whales? I’ve seen them every day this week. Rain or shine. Or maybe they meant the sharks that cruise out here. I saw a ten-foot blue the other day, like a ghostly torpedo. Harmless fish, especially to a trawler like mine.

Even the sea itself is peaceful out here. It barely ripples as the shelf gives way to the midnight depth of the Atlantic. It’s the closest thing to glass the ocean can be.

I know they don’t mean the mermaid. Yeah. A mermaid. No I’m not crazy. And yes she’s beautiful. I call her Audrey because she looks like Hepburn, except with a fish’s tail. She says she likes it. She helps me find the best places to drop my nets. She knows every shanty in every language. I had her singing My Bonnie in Italian yesterday. Today The Wellerman in Japanese. She’d be the soloist if you put her in God’s own choir.

She asked me to watch the moonrise with her tonight. So we sit and watch the sky go from gold and pink to dusky purple to velvet blue. She starts naming the stars when they come out to play. What a lass Audrey is.

Luna appears, a pale yellow disc smiling down on us. Her halo chases away the stars. Audrey points at the reflection on the water. It’s glorious. I lean over the side for a better look. I’ve never seen such an illusion. The moon is huge here on the ledge.

The reflection blinks.

I scramble away from the railing, my heart a thunder in my ears.

Audrey laughs. “He won’t hurt you. In fact, he’s rather kind. Men have always misunderstood krakens.”

A frosty jolt runs like frozen lightning down my back and settles in my stomach. I don’t want to believe krakens are real. But a week ago mermaids weren’t real and here one sat.

“Shall you meet him?” she asks, with her head cocked coquettishly. I can’t muster a response. So she sings.

It’s head surfaces. No two. No a dozen. Three dozen. Five. We’re surrounded. It takes several minutes to comprehend these rocky things jutting from the sea around us are not heads; they’re teeth. My boat is dead center in the maw of the beast. It’s at least three hundred yards in any direction to safety.

“See?” Audrey muses. “Perfectly safe.” She has gotten closer. I’d really liked the way she’d been looking at me earlier, but I don’t like it now.

“May I kiss you?” she asks. I wanted to earlier certainly. I still want to but….

Her lips are warm. Sweet. It’s rose-like in texture and taste. I forget the kraken. I’m tingling.

I look down. My legs have become foam. My body is next.

“I’m thirsty,” Audrey purrs. And then she drinks.







Chapter 3

Silencer



The thud means the things are in my house again. Those grotesque things have been showing up more often lately.

The first time they came, I banged on the music box and they fled. It has not worked since. It just makes them come looking for me. But I know my house and I know where to hide.

I’m in the attic now, watching through a slat in the rafters. There are two this time. They are loud, haphazard. Their spindly arms knock my things over. The noises they make seem jubilant, like they enjoy the chaos. I hate these creatures and the messes they make.

I can hear them coming up the stairs. They are moving through the house methodically. Can they smell me? I hold my breath. They are close now. Luckily, there is another ladder out of the attic. It’s a large house. I sidle away and just before I slip down the hatch, I can hear the other open. They are making such a noise. Those awful barking sounds.

There is a bedroom to my right. I will lure them here and then slip away. Yes. It worked last time. They are intelligent and seem to be able to communicate. They know how to open doors. These creatures are fascinated by fire. Their curiosity can be used against them, much like mine could be used against me. I have a perverse desire to understand these things, but instinct tells me these are not friendly creatures.

They are monsters.

This room has a hearth, and there is still plenty of dry wood to use. Yes. Fire. While they are distracted by the blaze, I can stalk away. As I will the fire to grow, I can hear them murmuring down the hall.

I did not expect them to come so quickly. The last pack of them lingered in the attic for several hours. They made a racket and fought amongst themselves before they came looking for me. I can still remember their awful stench and foul breath. I shudder.

I have made a mistake choosing this room. There is only one door. There is a window, but I am not keen to jump out of the third story. I do not trust the ivy lattices to hold me. Under the bed is my best bet.

I hold my breath. The floorboards creak as the creatures approach. I can see one set of their grotesque paws, then the other. They are making low noises. Evil, hungry mutterings. What will I do if they find me?

They are watching the fire. Listening to the logs pop. One of them howls suddenly. Yelling. My heart races. Surely they must smell me. I can smell them. I slouch further underneath the bed. A spider dangles above me. It drops. Skitters across my face. I am not breathing.

The monsters stalk the room, those ugly feet patrolling. They can sense me, I know it. In my mind, I beg them to leave. After an eternity, they do. But, I can still hear them just outside the door. They mumble and mutter and gurgle and bark. The barking is the worst and they do it a lot.

I fear I will wait all night for them to leave. They have returned to the room. They know I am here. But they do not think to look under the bed. Perhaps they cannot smell me after all. Perhaps they are not as intelligent as I thought.

They do the thing I detest. They shed their skins, exposing ugly flesh. They do this before they fight. They shriek and howl mightily while they battle and I imagine what they will do to me if they find me. The way they will pull me apart as they bellow and gibber. I think maybe I can bolt while they are distracted. I think better of that and just squeeze my eyes shut.

Some indeterminate time passes and they are quiet. I saw one of them leave. The horrid bony protrusions on its feet did not make a sound as it stalked away. The other one is above me on the bed.

Slowly, so slowly, I slither out from under the bed. Some instinct compels me to look. It’s still.  It’s even uglier without its skin.

Its eyes flutter open.

It shrieks.

I panic.

I smash a fist into its face. It’s fragile, like clay. The thing screams no more and my hand is wet and warm. I can hear the other one shouting. Those bony, gnarled stumps are thundering up the stairs. I only need a few seconds to get to the attic.

The other monster finds its companion and wails. It paces and barks urgently. Hoarse, shrill noises like no . Even worse than before. It looks for me briefly, but seems compelled to leave. Dawn approaches. Perhaps it does not like dawn. I should remember this.

It leaves, but I stay in the attic. It’s dark, and drafty, but no one knows I’m here. Least of all the things.



More of them arrive the next night. Four this time. I have kept to the other side of the manor. The thing I punched has not moved and I think it will never move again. I should leave here, but it took a long time to find this solitude. This silence. I know not where else to go.

If these things keep coming, perhaps I will have no choice.

I’m in the attic, watching. They have come for the dead thing on the bed. They are making low chuffing noises as they inspect it. One of them wretches. Another tenses, perhaps they will shed skins and fight.

They perform some strange ritual over it, wrapping it in skins. What grotesqueness is this? Perhaps they consume their dead?

I realize too late that I made a disgusted sound. Four sets of hateful eyes turn in my direction. Did they see me? They are not moving and are hooting at each other. I make my way over the rafters and to one of the ladders out of the attic.

They are hunting me. I can tell because they are trying to be quiet. I crouch behind a sofa in a parlor while two of them slink in. Such ugly, twisty bodies. What hell are these things from! But I remember how easily the other one, the one from last night, broke under my fist. If I can isolate them one-by-one….

The creatures drift into a hall and I make my move.

Softly. Softly. I hold my breath. One of the things is within arm’s length….

I make a fist….

Its head shatters easily, warmly, wetly.

The other turns. It yells. I yell. Only one of us will leave and it will be me.

I slash at the air with my hand but only strike the monster’s paw. Something clatters and it swipes back at me. Hot pain on my arm. It has a long gleaming claw, but I know now I am stronger than it. I lunge, intending to smash its face, like I did its packmate.

It kicks me, this one has jagged hooves that hurt. But it is not interested in fighting. It flees, I’m sure, to fetch the rest of its pack.

There is a hole in the floor in the next room. Somehow, the monster doesn’t notice it. Perhaps its vision is impaired by panic. But it is a critical mistake. The creature spills into the opening and yelps.

I can see it has ruined its leg and must drag its spindly body across the ground. My fear has become anger. I must punish it for harming me. I wonder if its claws are venomous. It doesn’t matter. The thing will not outlive me.

I drop down and the wounded animal knows I am there. It mews at me and snuffles. It tries to move faster. It has no hope.

I have the urge to touch it. My curiosity gets the best of me. I place my hand on its head. I can read its thoughts. There are so many. So many emotions. So many images. Trying to understand them all is like standing in a storm and trying to count the raindrops that land on your skin. It cannot be done.

I hate this ugly, strange thing. I hate the noise it makes, especially the cacophony of its consciousness. A word, some ancient word, appears in my mind with burning clarity.

Human.

It cowers from my touch. Starts to scream. No, I do not like this.

I snarl and it is silent forever.

I can hear the other things coming. I understand those sounds they make are not the sounds of hunting animals. No, those are the sounds of fear.

Of prey.

They see me through the hole in the floor above. I see them. One of them gestures at me and there is a tremendous noise and light, like they have brought a thunderbolt with them. Barbaric, perverse magic I will not abide.

I leap. My body crashes into its chest. Its eyes are wide and it’s screaming at me. The noise is awful, but useless. Futile. It is terrified and its fear is delicious. I snarl at it and its skin pales. I put my hand on its head.

It’s that same awful bombardment of thoughts. But the fear is the loudest voice in its choir. The thing does not like my teeth. It does not like my claws. It hates my breath on its face.

It is roaring hoarsely and striking limply with its puny arms. It tries to shove at me but I am too heavy. I tighten my grip on its head. The pitch of its cries changes. I squeeze and it goes higher still, like some sort of repulsive instrument. I close my fist, and my house is quiet once again.

The final thing is not nearby. I can see it has run through the front door of my house. It is not fast. At least not compared to me.

I catch up to it easily and watch it run. It runs and runs and runs. It stumbles several times over rocks and roots it fails to see. It finally stops. Doubles over. It believes it is safe here among the trees on my mountain.

It should have been looking up.

I want it to know that it is going to die.

I growl. It looks. It howls. The last thing it sees is my teeth.

Maybe the things will keep coming. At least I know how fun it is to make them go silent.

The End




