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Please be advised that the stories included in our magazine
fall under the genres of horror and Gothic fiction. As such,

there are elements and themes that may be upsetting or
triggering. 

 
You will find an index of triggers at the end of the magazine
should you wish to apply your own personal discretion. We

have done our best to identify potential triggers but we
apologize deeply if we missed something.

 
While we do not promote stories with gratuitous gore or

exploitative events, we understand the importance of
communicating transparently with our readers and

establishing our community as a safe space.
 

Yours,

The Crow's Quill
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Quill & Crow Publishing House is a quaint and curious press
dedicated to promoting the integrity of independent literature.

Specializing in all things gothic and macabre, we strive to preserve
the upmarket prose while lifting up voices often unheard.

 
Quill & Crow is not your typical publishing house. Not only because

we love bleeding heart poetry and all things odd & macabre, but
because we are family. Each one of us brings something amazing &

unique to the table. 
 

Whether you are joining us as an author, poet, or just want to hang
out as a Friend of the Crows, you are welcomed and appreciated...

 
...and we will probably feed you.

About the House
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This issue marks the last theme that editor William Bartlett & I came up with
together for The Crow’s Quill. While I’m sad his work schedule is preventing his full
return to Quill & Crow, I have full faith that Rho (editor Damon Barret Roe) and

K.R. Wieland will continue to bring us amazing issues for what is quickly
becoming an irreplaceable passion project for Q&C. 

 
So why demons, you ask? 

 
Well, not only do I happen to be Ms. Morningstar herself, but I was very

interested to see how each author would bring a fresh concept to what we consider
“demons.” Folks, I was not disappointed. In fact, I even wrote a story myself.

 
I urge you to not only enjoy these tales and poems, but take the time to read a

special contribution from our Head of P.R./Marketing, A.L. Garcia. Even before
this issue, she has been incorporating demons in her poetry so flawlessly, I have
quickly become obsessed. She definitely helped facilitate my love for all things

demonic. 
 

We hope you will enjoy this issue as much as we have putting it together for you.
Here’s to a fresh new year of The Crow’s Quill!

 
Dreadfully Yours, 

Cassandra L. Thompson

Cassandra L. Thompson
Founder & Editor-in-Chief
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 "A smile
appeared on its

face and Michael
knew exactly
what to do."

    “I’m sorry, Mommy,” he sobbed, chest heaving. “I couldn’t help it.” He leapt
from the bed and ran to her. She stopped him short, holding him at arm’s length. A
look of disgust appeared on her face as she looked at his pajamas. Soaked and
reeking of urine, they stuck to his tiny body, which trembled from the chill.
     “You wet the bed again?” She peeled his pants off. “Damn it, Michael. This was
your last pair of clean pajamas.”
    “It wasn’t my fault, Mommy. Please don’t yell at me.” His voice quivered as he
struggled for breath. As scared as he was, all he wanted was to feel her embrace.
Her eyes met his and he could see the doubt that filled them. “I saw something and

A young child lay shivering in his bed. Paralyzed
by fear, he dared not move, his eyes searching the
strip of light at the bottom of the door. Tears fell
from their corners as he saw a shadow interrupt
that perfect line. His shoulders shuddered as the
door handle turned, his composure melting away.

Guardian Demon

Written by
Lucas Mann
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I was too scared to get out of bed,” he told her. “It was over there.” He pointed to the
corner of the room, too scared to look away from his mother. She finally relented,
taking his naked body in her arms.
    “It’s okay. I remember being scared of monsters when I was little. Let’s get you
cleaned up.” She led him into the bathroom and washed him with a warm washcloth.
It felt good on his skin, along with her soothing, gentle touch. She sang to him,
something she rarely did, as she dressed him in a pair of sweatpants and an old t-shirt.
He watched her change the sheets on his bed, putting a towel underneath to soak up
any remaining wetness. She turned down the blanket, inviting him in and he gladly
obliged, appreciative of the cozy, dry blankets. She tucked him in and said goodnight,
leaving him alone again in the dark.
    He saw movement in the shadow, and recognized the horns and red eyes. It
radiated warmth as it approached his bed. He was no longer afraid, still basking in
the care his mother had shown.
    He studied the creature, now at his bedside, and smiled. “You’re useful,” he
mumbled, before closing his eyes and drifting off to sleep.

     An older boy walked home from school, his backpack full of books. Basketball
practice had just ended, and he dribbled the ball he had gotten as a Christmas present
down the sidewalk. Thrown off balance by the weight of his backpack, the ball
bounced on his foot and rolled into the grass. He huffed, a cloud of his breath
hanging in the frigid air.
    “Hey, Michael. That’s my ball now.” A boy jumped off the front porch of the
house and started walking toward it. He was a few inches taller than Michael, with
long, gangly arms. It was difficult to see how thin he was with his arms covered in his
puffy jacket. Another boy appeared behind him, slightly younger and not as tall.
       From the sidewalk, Michael hesitated, then sprinted forward. He grabbed the ball
and darted across the road as fast as he could toward his house. The cold air burned
his lungs as his legs began to tire, his backpack bouncing on his shoulders. Sneaking a
peek behind him, he saw they were closing in. He knew he’d never make it home, so
he cut down the driveway of the next house, hoping to outmaneuver them.
      He ran alongside the house before realizing he was trapped; a chain-link fence 
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blocked the path into the backyard. Turning, he saw the two boys leering at him,
poised to grab him if he attempted to escape.
     “Give us the ball,” the older boy demanded. An arrogant smile spread across his
face.
    “No. It’s mine.” Michael put the ball behind him and set his backpack down
against it to keep it from rolling away. He faced the boys, hands balled into fists.
“You can’t have it.”
      “We’ll just take it,” the older boy said.
       Michael turned to the younger boy as he approached, but something crashed into
the side of his face. His vision flashed white as he fell, so stunned he barely felt any
pain. Dazed, he turned to see the older boy pick up the basketball and start dribbling
it, taunting him with it.
      Michael looked over the boy’s shoulder into the shadows of the house, and saw a
familiar sight emerge. Black fur, with the unmistakable dark gray horns. Its eyes
glowed softly, blending with the Christmas lights yet to be taken down. Though it
was not close, Michael felt the heat from the creature growing inside himself. The
beast nodded slowly, encouraging him, giving him confidence.
    Michael’s foot snapped forward with lightning speed, striking the older boy
between the legs. The boy’s eyes widened as his hands went to his groin, and he
dropped to his knees. The color drained from his face and he looked like he was
about to vomit. 
      Michael stood and noticed the ball still bouncing in front of him. He kicked it
and it hit the older boy squarely in the face, bouncing off and rebounding directly
into Michael’s arms. Blood spurted from the boy’s broken nose as he fell backwards,
screaming in pain. Michael turned to the younger boy, who stared in horror, mouth
agape. He took a step back, then turned and ran.  
       Michael picked up his backpack and continued down the sidewalk. He could feel
the blood trickling down his face and knew he would likely have a black eye
tomorrow. But he didn’t care, because he had his basketball.

     Michael put the last glass on the shelf and inspected the bar. Fully cleaned and
stocked, it was finally time to lock up and head home. He was exhausted from the
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shift, the bachelorette party had nearly depleted him of all his energy and the stores
from the liquor closet. 
     He gave the bar one last look before flicking off the lights, then locked the door
behind him. The night was cold, silenced by the blanket of snow that had been
falling all evening. He could feel the wetness seeping into his sneakers and he chided
himself for not wearing boots.
     Reaching the corner, he pushed the button to cross mindlessly, then laughed at
himself because the streets were empty. He jumped over a pile of dirty snow and
crossed. Halfway out into the street, he heard something. Stopping to listen, he was
startled by the traffic light changing yellow, then red. 
   Just as he was about to disregard the sound, he heard it again. A woman
whimpering, saying no. He jumped back over the pile of slush and hurried down the
sidewalk in the direction of her cries. Reaching the alley behind the bar, he heard it
again, more clearly.
     “Stop it.” A woman was struggling, trying to push a man off of her. The man held
both of her arms at the wrist, trying to press his mouth against hers.
     “Come on, baby,” the man said. “My car’s right over there.”
     Michael sprinted over and wrapped an arm around his neck. The alcohol on the
man’s breath stung Michael’s nose. He dropped the man to his knees with a kick to
the back of the leg. He let go of the woman and clawed at Michael’s leather jacket,
but Michael just squeezed tighter, like a python constricting its victim.
     The woman fell back against a dumpster, her eyes wide. “Thank you,” she said,
regaining her footing.
       Michael nodded. “Go home. I’ll take care of this.”
       She ran off, disappearing as she turned onto the sidewalk. 
    Deeper into the alley, Michael’s old friend emerged. He locked eyes with the
creature, the burning in them transmitting into Michael, filling his entire body with
a calm rage. A smile appeared on its face and Michael knew exactly what to do.
     “She wanted it,” the man squeaked from underneath Michael’s grasp. 
     “I don’t think so.” 
    Michael drew a knife from his pocket and released the man’s neck, only to grab him
by the hair. He yanked his head back, exposing his neck, and made a quick slice with
the blade. Blood sprayed the alley, covering the wall and dumpster, its scarlet color a
stark contrast to the white snow. Michael pushed the man away, letting his 
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dying body fall to the ground. A beer bottle overturned, its remaining contents
emptying on his face. Michael left the alley, full of the type of satisfaction felt after a
long day’s work.
    As he came out onto the sidewalk, he stopped short at the sight of the woman
waiting for him. She stood next to the building, shivering, her arms folded across her
chest. Michael approached her carefully.
    “What was that?” she asked.
    “Don’t worry. He’ll never bother you again.” Michael tried to smile, but he faltered
when he saw her expression did not change.
    “Not him. I don’t give a damn about him.” Her eyes flicked to the alley. “What was
that other thing?”
      Michael’s eyes widened. “You could see it?”
      She nodded slowly.
    He sighed. “I don’t really know. Some people talk about a guardian angel that
protects and guides them. This is kind of like that, but different. It doesn’t always
lead me to do what’s right in the eyes of a god or the law. It’s always led me to do
what’s best for me. I’ve learned to follow my instincts when it shows up. I call it my
guardian demon.”
     He looked away sheepishly. He’d never discussed his demon with anyone before,
but knowing she saw it, he felt a strange urge to trust her. She knew he had just killed
a man, maybe this would help if he needed to plead insanity. 
     “Were you just waiting here to ask me about that?” he asked.
       She shook her head. “I need a ride.”
     “You’re going to accept a ride from a complete stranger?”
       She looked over his shoulder and saw white fur move in the snow. There were no
horns on this creature, but its red eyes reflected the glow of the stop light. She
nodded. “My instincts tell me I should go with you.”

Guardian Demon Lucas Mann
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"'Are you there?'
The cry that
echoed back

reminded her a bit
of her own."

motorcycle jacket. The black leather was stained with his blood, but she put it on
after his funeral, threw her suitcase into the car and drove aimlessly.
      She ended up at the asylum, or rather, what used to be the asylum.
     Now it was a luxury hotel. Its two massive towers stood like horns over the red
sandstone facade of the central administration building. Two sets of pavilions
branched out behind it like outstretched wings on either side. The closest wards
that housed the hotel were brightly lit, while the still-abandoned wards stood
shadowed behind boarded windows. 
      Veronica carried her suitcase up to the front desk, just an aimless woman 

Veronica didn't cry after Finn's death. She went to
the morgue to identify her husband's face, which
wasn't much of one after the accident. His head
was swollen, eyes bulbous, the flesh of his lips torn
away to reveal the toothy grimace of the demon
that had been hiding beneath. Veronica kept his 

A Patient, A Guest

Written by
Rebecca Jones-Howe
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checking herself in.
     The hotel's interior had been sanitized, and painted stark white. Only the polished
mahogany of the staircase railing hinted at the ornate features that once existed
before. A rug ran the length of the wing that led to her room, its strange blue pattern
looking like chipped pastel paint. 
    Veronica found her door and pressed her keycard to the lock. Her room used to
hold two patients. Maybe even several patients, when the asylum was overfilled with
people like her. Now it contained a queen bed with an upholstered headboard.
Everything was gray and muted, stark and soulless. The ceilings expanded high above
her like heaven. They echoed every footstep, every breath, every creak of the leather
jacket. Veronica forced herself to laugh at her situation, but the voice that echoed
back didn't quite sound like her own.

     Finn's leather jacket was big and oversized, the embrace of it like his weight over
Veronica's shoulders. She ordered a Devil's Food Cake in the restaurant and chased it
down with three glasses of sherry. She sat alone until the meal swelled in her stomach,
until the demon inside of her demanded it be purged. She got up to leave, but the
sleeve of Finn's jacket caught in the chair's armrest. Veronica stumbled, only to hear a
man laugh behind her. He stood in a white robe, his hair wet like he'd just come from
the spa.
      "You've got a hole," he said, pointing at her chest.
       Veronica swallowed, still tasting sherry. "It's not my jacket."
      "Then why do you have it?"
      "It was my husband's."
      "He must have had a few demons," the man said.
     Veronica touched her beating heart, unable to recall a time when Finn had ever
shared his demons with her. Then the demon in her stomach reminded her that she
still had a meal to purge. Veronica shook her head, feeling the man's gaze upon her as
she rushed up the stairs and back to her room. She did as the demon asked, shoving
her finger down her throat. She flushed the toilet after, then sat in the cold white
room, uncomfortable with the sound of her own moans.
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     The spa was built in the former hospital chapel. The pews were removed and a
long, narrow pool was dug to replace its congregation. Despite being midnight,
Veronica's keycard let her inside. The lights were out, but the moon shone through
the stained-glass window. The man from the restaurant was there, standing naked in
the pool where the altar should have been. The water distorted him from the waist
down, but Veronica could still make out his shape. She slipped out of her robe and
into the water beside him. Veronica used to sleep with men like him just to make
Finn angry. Then he'd beat her until her demons started to show, but he'd always
bring flowers and apologize after.  
      "Sometimes I come here just to look at the angels," the man said, pointing at the
white-robed figures on the stained glass above.
        Veronica waded, keeping her distance. She glanced at his girth beneath the water
and swallowed. "My dead husband used to call me his Angel, back when he paid
attention to me."
       "Did he not want to rid himself of his demons?"
        Veronica glanced up at the winged figures, their gazes softening from above. "He
used to let me wear his jacket on his motorcycle," she confessed. "I liked my demons
when I was with him."
       "But you don't now, do you?"
       The man's question fueled her ache, her need. She swam toward him and kissed
his lips. He drew a breath before kissing her back, his erection swelling between her
legs. "I've only ever known demons," she said, pulling him from the water before he
could tell her if he was one or not.

       She hadn't felt anything in so long. She begged him to force himself inside and
her pained groan echoed against the ceiling. She clung to his shoulders as he built
momentum. She moaned. The tears fell, but she took him, her limbs shaking and her
nails bared. The pain burrowed through her stomach and penetrated her lungs.
        "Tell me to stop," he said. "All I do is hurt people."
      "It feels good," Veronica insisted, tears burning her face as she allowed him to
finish. His labored breaths warmed her neck as he sobbed beside her. She listened to
the pain, finally feeling less alone.
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       She thought the man would be gone by morning, but he sat in the armchair in his
white robe. Finn's jacket was draped over the armrest, and the man pressed his finger
to the bloodstained tear in the leather. Veronica rose, only for crippling pain to fill
her stomach, gripping tight like barbed wire.
      "You said it felt good," the man said.
      "Well, it hurts now."
      "You should have told me to stop."
       Veronica tried to stand, but the pain swelled in her belly. "I don't usually do what
people tell me to."
       "Is that why you're here?"
        Veronica shifted. "No."
      "You shouldn't have come here," he said. "They try to find your demons, but they
just cut away pieces of you until it's only the demons left." He touched the jacket
again, his face reddening like something was shifting beneath. "Every day, people
come and walk. They talk about the demons that still live here."
      Veronica clutched at her stomach as the pain shifted upward into her lungs. "How
long have you been here?"
     He hesitated, the leather creaking beneath his sweaty palms. "They keep shocking
me. They keep trying to fix me. It gets really cold at night."
     "Please," Veronica said. "Please don't take my jacket."
    "It's not your jacket anymore," the man said. Still, he stood and brought it to her.
Veronica noticed the scars on his wrists. Deep ones. The kind one would make if they
were serious, not the silly ones Veronica used to make to get Finn's attention. She
reached for the jacket, only for the man to vanish and the room to turn cold around
her. 
     Veronica hobbled toward the mini bar and opened the sherry. 

    She woke in the night, the pain of her bruised cervix still lingering. It worked its
way up her back like an embrace. She tightened her robe and struggled out of bed.
She took her keycard and wandered aimlessly, the pain of the man's influence slowing
her steps before a narrow door. It looked misplaced and wrong, its brown paint 
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chipping, unlike the rest of the hotel's modern white. She pulled her keycard from
her pocket and waved it before the lock, which responded with a click. She twisted
the knob, revealing a narrow brick hallway. It was just wide enough to squeeze
through, and extended past the light that bled in from behind her. Foolishly, she
called into the black.
      "Are you there?"
        The cry that echoed back reminded her a bit of her own.

      She'd seen photos of the still-abandoned parts of the asylum, its halls still minty
green. Chairs lined the doorways, preventing entry. Veronica followed the narrow
corridor, the pain of her abdomen keeping her pace cruelly slow as she felt her way
along the cold black corridor. The door at the end opened into a wing of the
abandoned pavilion. The walls were pastel, but the green shade was muted by the
night. Moonlight bled through the dirty glass. Veronica expected to hear sounds, to
feel things brushing at her back, but only darkness loomed behind her as she hobbled. 
      She realized she hadn't brought Finn's jacket, and that for the first time since his
death, she was wandering the unknown on her own, a white wisp, a lost soul. She felt
nothing but emptiness in the sparse remnants of the century-old halls, and that alone
scared her more than the demon that thrashed inside of her as she persisted. Each
patient door remained open, revealing scattered beds and mattresses. She didn't know
where to go, where to look. She expected the man to jump out, to laugh at her like
Finn sometimes did when she needed him most.
      She walked each floor, and climbed the steps until she finally heard the man's sobs
behind a closed door. She made a fist and knocked. The crying eased and she took a
step back, still clutching her stomach, fingers sinking through the terrycloth. She
thought of all the times she locked herself within a room and hurt herself, secretly
hoping that someone would come. Sometimes they did, but they never looked at her
with worry or concern. Only fear and discontent. 
       Veronica pushed the door open. The man sat on the bed. He shivered, his body in
tremors. The window was open and the moonlight cast a white glow over his frame.
       Veronica moved across the room, her lungs swelling as she reached to touch his
shoulder. The man turned, his eyes widening. He reached for her embrace, only for 
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Veronica to seize when she saw the blood spilling down his arms. Beside him on the
bed was a shard of glass, long and slender with red coating the sharpened end.
    "I forgot the jacket," she said. The mattress was already soaked through, but she
found herself taking a seat beside him.
     "I didn't want to hurt anyone." He clutched her hand, spilling more of his blood.
"I just want to go home."
       She gave into his need for intimacy, squeezing his hand back instead of resisting.
      The man drew a breath, only for it to break. "You're not an angel, are you? I really
hoped you were."
     Veronica shook her head. "I'm no different than you," she said, holding his hand
until it went limp in her grasp. His body sloped over the mattress. In her pain, she
collapsed atop his rigid frame, her soft cries echoing in the emptiness as his warmth
slipped away.

     She woke in the morning to footsteps and voices. A woman screamed in the
doorway. Veronica startled atop the moldy mattress, turning to find a crowd of
tourists staring at her in her bloodstained robe.
        "You're not supposed to be here," the tour guide said. 
         Veronica pulled her keycard out of her pocket. "It worked in the door."
        "Which door?"
        "There—there was a narrow door. There was a long hallway."
       The people gawked. Whispered. Veronica swallowed instead of mentioning the
man, for she knew that doing so would only make them speak of the demons he'd left
behind. A guard was called. He escorted her back to her room. Its lock clicked behind
her, but unlike the man, Veronica was able to pack her bag and leave down the grand
staircase. Before she did, she brought Finn's jacket back to the converted chapel. She
stood where the altar should have been, and threw the torn leather into the water,
hoping her pain would provide warmth to another lost soul.
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Rebecca Jones-Howe

Q U I L L  &  C R O W
P U B L I S H I N G  H O U S E Page 18CQ | 06 | Jan 2022

https://www.williambartlettauthor.com/


 
When I pass

Retire alma mea not with my skin
Strip

The broken-hearted corpse
Via forked tongued kiss
Lay not my soul to rest

With sepulchered bones
The memoirs possessed therein

My love
Carry them away from death

Oh, daemonum of the Ars
Thy silent sigil aglow upon my wrists

Baby’s breath betwixt
Fresh roses decomposing neath your night

Lux lucis
Fire bright

Bid boon babe spirits breathe
Freer than me

I call the winds of change to be
Command

“Venire Ventus Venire
Sinere Solus Sentire”

 
 

A.L. Garcia
 

A CROW'S
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"His breeches and
jacket were soaked

with red. The blood
that got on her
fingers felt hot,

unnaturally hot."
When she turned eighteen, they had sent her away with a white robe and veil, and
a ruby star—the sign of the Order—on a silver chain.
       She was alone in this place of white-washed stone, this calm cloister. Chores
and quiet readings were her life. Some of the other sisters were nice, some were
unpleasant. The young sister often wanted to run away, and some days, she did.
 It wasn’t to escape entirely, only to explore the beautiful woods that surrounded
the holy community for a little while. A weakness in the outer stone wall had
caused it to crumble partially; Judith was able to climb over it and land on the
other side.

Judith never wanted to be a sister of the Order. Or
maybe she did. It didn’t matter. The youngest of
five siblings, she was told there was little left for
her. She did not argue with her noble parents,
either. Doing her duty and not asking questions
was why she was the favorite, or so she thought. 

Forsaken

Written by
Jonathan G. Tolentino
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       One day, she saw him leaning against a black oak.
      Shocked, she dropped the white wildflowers as the man spoke. “Please help me,”
he begged. “I’m bleeding.” He was no liar; blood dripped from his chest, spoiling the
pretty white petals beneath him.
     “What’s happened?” Judith shot up and went over to him. His breeches and jacket
were soaked with red. The blood that got on her fingers felt hot, unnaturally hot.
“The cloister has a healer,” she said quickly. “I’ll go get—”
     “No!” The wounded man sounded scared. “I’m safer out here. I shall not go within
those walls.” He slid down and sat. “I just need meat.”
      Strange though he was, Judith obeyed. From the kitchens, she wheedled some cuts
of beef from one of the cooks she knew. She brought them to the wounded man. He
snatched the raw meat from her hands and devoured them like a starved beast.
     “You have my gratitude,” he said, wiping blood off his lips with the back of his
hand. “‘Twas good meat as well.”
        Judith was too astonished by his bizarre appetite to speak.
       He shrugged and eyed her. “A sister of the Order,” he mused. He raised his brows
and looked away into the woods as if he heard something. “Well, best be on your
way, girl.” Though he called her girl, he looked no older than she did. “Do well by me
and tell no one I’m here. I won’t bother you or your sistren.”
       “But what of your wounds?” Judith asked, though the bleeding seemed to slow. 
       “What of them?” he asked curtly. 
    “They’ll need treating,” she said. “Who...who hurt you? Was it brigands?” She
looked around nervously. “Oh, and these woods are supposed to be protected by the
king!”
      The man chuckled. “These wounds are nothing to the likes of me now that I’ve
eaten.” The sister didn’t seem to be listening, her eyes darting around, as if each tree
hid a marauder. “No,” he said loudly. “No, it wasn’t brigands, girl. Calm yourself,
yes?”
        She looked at him. “Then who hurt you?”
      “My father.”
        Judith gasped. “Your own father did that?”
      His lips twisted in a frown. “My father's soldiers, in truth, did the slashing. But
he did something to me, have no doubt.”
    “No,” said Judith. “A father could never allow his child to be harmed in such a 
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way.”
      The man was annoyed by her naivety and gave her a contemptuous look. “So who,
pray tell, did this to me, eh?” he asked. When she said nothing, he sighed. “Would
you like to see what my loving father wanted to do himself?”
       Judith trembled, frozen by the anguish in the man’s eyes.
     He stood up, pain slowing his rise. He shed his tunic and jacket, revealing a lean
and strong body. He showed her his bloodied back. “This.” Black stubs of smoking
bone sprouted from his back, red embers spilling from them like those of a dying
torch. “This is what my father did to me. He de-winged me himself.”
       Judith knew not the nature of this man. Was he even a man? 
   “What are you?” she found herself asking, enthralled by the stubs left from his
severed wings.
       The man chuckled. “Most humans run when I show them. But you…”
     Voices of men came from far off. Even from a distance, she could see that they
were the king’s rangers, doing their rounds, the sun reflecting off their polished
armor.
      “I must hide,” he urged, “if they catch me, they’ll—”
       Judith took him by the arm. “I know a place.” She led him to the grotto near the
stream, one of her favorite places to go when she was outside the walls.
   “Demons,” the man whispered once the voices faded. Judith looked at him,
confused. “That’s what you asked me, was it not? What I am?” He pointed at himself,
his finger tracing the gash that was healing rapidly on his chest. “My name is
Alhuriat.” 
       Judith responded with her name. In the distance, they both heard the cloister bell
ring. 
    “The gods are calling, Sister Judith.” He lay down against the soft earth. “If you
still wish to help me, bring me more meat. I will be here.” He shut his eyes. “The
hellhounds…this is the last place they’ll check.”
     Judith smiled. “I’ll keep you safe,” she said. She placed a hand on his shoulder.
Alhuriat’s eyes sprang open and he cringed at her touch. “I apologize, I didn’t mean
to—”
    “It’s the star on your neck.” He pointed at her necklace. “It’s been anointed with
the white oils.”
    “Oh, this? I’ve been wearing it for so long, I’d forgotten it.” She undid the chain 
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and gazed at the ruby. It was like Alhuriat’s eyes: red and brilliant. They glowed like 
 scarlet candles in the darkness of the grotto. 
      The eyes of a demon, truly, yet she had no fear.
      For four days, she fed the man. To avoid suspicion, she simply stole the meat from
the larder. Judith hoped the gods would forgive her. On the fifth day, she was busy,
for the cloister had visitors from the Grand Tower. It was an hour before midnight
when she snuck out and returned to the grotto with only a few slivers of flesh; the
visitors were plump and seemed to have bottomless bellies. 
     Alhuriat wasn’t in the grotto. She felt saddened by his disappearance. But as she
left, on the crest of a nearby hill, she saw a figure sitting on a rock. She climbed it to
meet him. Her heart fluttered as she went; he hadn’t left her after all.
    “Though I am grateful,” Alhuriat said by way of greeting, “why do you help me?”
He was looking down to the north, where the city of Galiras sat a few miles off, alive
with lantern light and music. There was a festival, one hosted every year on this day,
but humble sisters like Judith were not allowed to attend such frivolities. It mattered
not, she would rather be with Alhuriat.
      “Because you need my help,” she answered.
     “It's pity that keeps you coming, does it?” He smirked. “I don’t need your mercy,
girl. I’m not some little bird with a broken wing.”
    “No, you're a bird with no wings,” she quipped. She sucked in air, thinking the
joke was cruel and ill-mannered.
     Before she could apologize, he guffawed loud enough to shake the birds from a
tree. Judith giggled. “More’s the pity,” Alhuriat said with a grin.
     They sat in silence. The winds of August had become cold; her woolen robe did
little to stop her shivering. Alhuriat gently took the meat from her hands and ate. She
usually left after delivering it, but those times were during the busy day; it was night,
and she had until the dawn gathering to return. She sat next to him on the long,
smooth stone. He’s so warm, she thought as her shivering abated.
      “I’ve never asked why you suffered such…things.”
     He shrugged. “Disobedience.” He looked up to the stars. “I wanted to save my
mother.”
      “Your mother?”
   “Two hundred years ago, my father was sent here, to your realm. He met my
mother, a witch banished from the towns. They loved each other. There was a war at
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the time, so my father took me back with him when I was a babe.” The wind blew a
dry leaf in front of him. He caught it and crushed it. “Perhaps you know of the magic
purge that took place not too long ago?” 
    “Yes,” Judith said solemnly. “I do.” She remembered how the streets of her
hometown were dusted with ash from the dead, and how the screams of the warlocks
and witches had torn through the air like thunder.
     “My uncle says that what demons knew first, man knew second. When I heard
that a village near my mother’s hut was put to the torch, I had a black portal opened.
No one but the overking could sanction it, but I didn’t care.” The leaf in his grasp
began to smolder; it ignited, a small burst of light escaping from his fist. “I was too
late. Wrought with grief, they dragged me back to hell without a fight.” Alhuriat
pressed one of his scars and hissed. “Slashed and healed, healed and slashed,” he said.
“That was my punishment. Had I not been a baseborn prince, it would have been
worse.” 
        “But your father,” said Judith, “he didn’t help you save her?”
         His face twisted in anger. “He’s a coward!” he snarled, his hot breath making the
air waver. “He wouldn’t dare defy the overking. He hoped to sit on his throne one
day.” The tears that fell from his eyes steamed when they hit the stone. “He suggested
they de-wing me. His own son…who wanted only to save his mother!” The winds
seemed to halt. “It shocked everyone but satisfied the overking nonetheless. He chose
to dismember me himself, as though that would be a comfort.” 
     “How dreadful,” she said. There was sorrow in her heart; she did not think
demons cried or tortured each other. A being of an outside realm, yet very much the
ones within.
       Judith found herself embracing him. He found himself wrapping his arms
around her. The blood of the meat stained her white robe; she’d have a hard time
explaining that to Sister Samantha, her headmistress. Their faces met, and she
blushed as they leaned in closer to each other. 
           Before their lips could meet, a horrible noise filled the air.
          It sounded like a wolf’s howl, but twisted and shrill. But there were no wolves
in the woods around the cloister; the rangers had exterminated them to protect the
sacred community’s livestock.
        “They’re near,” said Alhuriat, gritting his teeth. “I’m a fool. I was too loud.” He
looked at Judith, sorrow in his ruby eyes. “We must part, Judith.” When he turned to
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leave, Judith took his hand. “I can’t st—” 
       “I’ll go with you.”
       “But your sisters—”
       “—will be fine without me.”
       Alhuriat gave a short, quiet laugh. “I don’t even know where I’m going. I truly
am a bird with no wings.”
        She took his warm hands in hers. “I’ll be your wings.”
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"...but when emotions
got the best of her, the

veneer began to fall
away, sloughing off like
so many carrion souls to

the famished, bitter
wind. "

hand. There had been bushels of a green spiky plant adorned with plump red
berries. A chill in the wind had brushed down her spine and a monstrous, angry
bellow sounded from somewhere beyond.
       But Alma didn’t need to worry about that right now. She had Aloysius, she had
the mighty King Oak tree watching over her in her yard, and she had Cori from Up
The Way visiting from her seasonal vacation home. She smiled in glee as Cori
pushed her on the old, splintered swing strung from the mighty tree’s most
powerful branch.
     Alma swung higher, clutching Aloysius tight, relishing the feel of his soft brown

The air blew warm over the parched, dry grass
and that was just how Alma liked it. She didn’t
want it to grow cold again for it pulled the
thoughts into her mind. She couldn’t recall many
specific details but she remembered the screaming,
the pain, someone reaching out for her own small 
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fur. She could see all the other workplaces and sites from the apex of the swing.
Beyond the edge of the brown field, she saw pits of mud and quarries where Cori
supervised. Even further were structures she had never seen before. The area around
her home was developing so fast, but then, so was she. She had responsibilities that
she had opted to ignore, and she hoped that Cori wouldn’t bring them up on this
fine day. 
        “I can tell by your silence, dear, that you’re still at a bit of a quandary.”
         Alma sighed and dug her heels into the soft dirt, bringing herself to a stop. 
         The older woman released the swing and leaned back against the oak. Her bright
red hair blew in the crisp, bitter wind and she blew a wisp out of her face. Cori ran a
smooth hand along the ragged bark of the old tree. She sighed and said, “I’m not one
to tell you what to do, but it’s time to take responsibility, little one. He’s upset that
you haven't acted yet. We’re so behind schedule.”
       Alma bit her lip and squeezed Aloysius tighter. “I know,” she whispered. “But
he’s the one who put me here. I haven’t seen him in so long. I don’t think he’ll bother
coming all this way. I’m glad you’re here, at least.”
      “Oh, he’ll be coming back. He’s predisposed right now, of course,” Cori said.
“And trust me little one, he’ll be mightily disappointed with you if you don’t fix
things. I hate to say it but…I just want you to be aware. Aware of what your
indecision is costing everyone Upstairs.” 
      “But I don’t even know those people,” Alma said. “If it stays warm like it has
been…he will come back, won’t he? But then…maybe I won’t be here when he does, if
you take me back to your summer home with you?” 
        Cori didn’t respond. She reached out to grasp the child’s hand and led her and
the stuffed critter to the small fenced off garden in the corner of the white, clapboard
farmhouse Alma had previously shared with her caretakers. Those had been happier
times before they had been called away to the quarry pit and never returned. Cori’s
husband had asked that she look after the young girl and the maiden, of course, had
agreed. 
        Cori reached down into the garden and pulled a pomegranate from the ground,
splitting it in half. She offered a portion to the girl. “The offer does still stand, Alma.
You can come away with me. Away from him if the summer winds continue. All that
stands in the way is that lovely oak tree. I just ask you to consider what will happen
in the grander scheme of things.”
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      Alma sighed and pressed her slice of fruit to her mute, furry companion. “Here,
Aloysius, have a bite. It’s yummy.” The stuffed toy’s snout pushed inward as she
smeared the fruit onto its unseeing face, leaving a purplish stain upon its unblinking,
black eyes. 
      “I don’t think he’s hungry,” Cori smirked. 
      “Oh, he is. He’s just shy around other people,” Alma smiled. 
     “Has he been talking to you?” she asked softly, running a hand through the girl’s
hair. 
     Alma nodded. “He talks to me when you’re not here. He says that I shouldn’t
listen to you and that I should make my own decisions. He says—well, he says bad
things might happen if you keep trying to interfere because he wants the CFO to
come visit.”
      Cori scoffed as her long silk dress blew in the dry wind. “I know you’re not happy
here. I know you’re lonely. I want to help, but I’m already late leaving as it is.” She
gazed toward the oak, licking some of the dirt from her fingers. “I’m only here for a
short while, dear one. A special pass I’ve used just for you. That beautiful tree has
outlived its usefulness; it has spread its magic as it always has. However, as long as it
stands tall, the winter winds are held at bay and you know what will happen if there
isn’t a frost to replenish the lake. Think about what I’ve said. The CFO won’t be
happy, but I need to offer him a report on what to expect before I return to my
summer home.” 
      “More boring business talk,” Alma said, petting Aloysius.
     Cori leaned down and tweaked the little brown snout on the girl’s companion.
“You are just a silly little imp, aren’t you, Al?”
      “He prefers Aloysius,” Alma stated. “He told me that, too. When we’re alone.”
      Cori pulled back, catching her reflection in the lifeless black eyes of the creature.
She couldn’t even remember where the girl had found it; she seemed to have always
been holding it. As the woman stared back at the stuffed critter, she felt another
warm breeze pass through her fiery hair. To her though, it was a gust of ominous
intent, an ill and bitter wind that blew through the prairie, carrying with it dark
memories and impending malice. She brushed it aside for the time being. Wouldn’t
want to frighten the little one. 
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     That night, after Cori had left, the memories returned. Cold winds, dark shadows,
strange things crawling from shadows where Alma had never been. There was
something there in the dark and cold. It had three heads, a monstrosity in triplicate
and there were screams as a rush of wind swept her back across a field of ice. It was
him, the CFO, and he had come for her like Aloysius said he would. She reached out
to grasp something, anything. Her hands entangled in something with rough, green
edges that pierced her small hand. She looked up and Cori was there, beckoning her
someplace beyond the world she had always known. She wanted to go, she
desperately wanted to escape, to get away from him and his cold, sour breath, the
savage screams and the labyrinth he ruled over. But he was trapped and he couldn’t
reach her, frozen solid at the waist. She knew this because Aloysius told her; he
always looked out for her. He said that the longer it stayed warm, the quicker the ice
would melt and soon the bellowing thing with three heads would be free to pursue
her for her insubordination. Aloysius said that he obeyed only the CFO and he
wouldn’t want anything to happen to Alma, but he desperately wanted his master to
be free. 
      It couldn’t stay warm forever. The cold would need to be ushered in before he
managed to get free, to entrap him once again. She pulled back from Cori ever so
slightly, letting her fingers dangle in the woman’s grasp. She began to slip and Alma
knew she had only a moment to decide which direction to go. Cori’s warm, golden
glow enveloped her in a feeling unlike any she had ever experienced. But then, the
world needed to move on—she needed to move on and accept her place in this realm. 
      Another rush of cold, and Aloysius was there again. He smiled at her in the dark.
And, despite her utmost trust in her furry friend, for the first time she wasn’t sure
what lurked behind that grin. 

       It was around the same time that her caretakers had left for the pits that Aloysius
came into her life. Her new little friend had not wasted time in keeping her company,
telling her things, showing her wonderful feats of magic and wonder. She had loved
it, but Cori had always seemed disturbed when Alma told her about Aloysius’s tricks.
Maybe that’s why she invited Alma to leave with her to her summer home, when the
winds blew warm. But Alma herself was special and had been afforded a very 
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important task by the CFO. It all stemmed from the King Oak out in the field, that
mighty sentinel that provided the warmth of the seasons for the place Upstairs.
       The oak should have been felled by now; the air growing cold with the onset of a
new season. But Alma was a stubborn little one and knew that the CFO grew
impatient as the young one had yet to complete her duty. She could escape the
drudgery that befell her every cycle, but potentially face the wrath of the CFO, set
free from the warm winds to pursue her. But then if the air grew cold, Alma would
be here, where she always was. Cori would be back with her husband, locked away
from her summer home and Alma would be all alone with just Aloysius to keep her
company. Maybe he wanted it that way? 
       She was still racked with indecision when Cori appeared. The red-haired woman
glowed with the warmth of spring and summer, a bright bloom that surrounded her
very presence. The shine dulled slightly in relation to the cuts and gashes that covered
her, dripping blood and venom. It permeated with a stink of something foul that
reminded Alma of the bellowing beasts beyond the field. 
       “Rough day at the office?” Alma asked.
      “Looks that way, doesn’t it?” Cori smirked, rubbing off gouts of mud and gore. “I
have news for you. I spoke to him. Well, I tried to, but you know how he is. For a
Cold and Frozen One, he tends to…heat up, so to speak.”
      “That’s kind of funny,” Alma giggled.
     “No, it is not, little one,” Cori said sternly. The mess disappeared with just a few
quick wipes, leaving the maiden looking as pristine as ever. “It is not funny because
there is a certain order to keep. The seasons exist for a reason. You’ve heard him call
from across the Cocytus Lake. You’ve seen him in your mind and that…little bastard
of a Familiar won’t stop talking about it apparently.” She scowled down at the ever
present Aloysius.
    “I never wanted this responsibility,” Alma whispered. “It was nicer when my
caretakers were around. Before they were called back to the Maleboge pits. Now it’s
just Alma, where is winter? Alma, where is summer? Cycle after cycle. Aloysius and I
both want something new. We want to go with you, Upstairs.” Tears of ichor welled
in her eyes, brilliant gold with light streaks of azure to match the luminosity of her
eyes. Alma found comfort in the guise of a small child but when emotions got the
best of her, the veneer began to fall away, sloughing off like so many carrion souls to
the famished, bitter wind. 
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      “Now, don’t cry little one,” Cori soothed. She produced a small crystal decanter
and handed it to Alma. “Ambrosia to help you feel better. I know there is a lot of
responsibility on you, but I also know you’re old enough to understand that you
can’t keep holding the seasonal change at bay. You cannot disrupt the natural order
for your own wants and desires.”
       Alma accepted the glowing liquid treat with gratitude. “I think—I think I know
what I have to do. I know what will happen if the wind blows warm and he gets
loose. Winter needs to arrive.”
      “It’s a noble sacrifice, dear one. I know your little friend won’t be pleased with it,
but I assure you, nothing lasts for eternity, let alone your lot in this land. Your
existence here is but a single seed in the ripened fruit of existence. Something to
nurture, to cultivate. You’ll find something new here, within this realm, in time.” 
       Aloysius growled softly in its inanimate form, bristly brown fur standing on end.
Yet, with the form applied to it by the caretakers who oversaw the Underworld, the
fiend could do nothing but watch its companion act on her decision, and move
forward with her hellborn responsibility. 
      Alma wiped away the ichor with a mottled hand, the spindly talons beginning to
pierce through the childflesh guise. She took a sip of ambrosia and shuddered as the
delicate warmth coursed through her. It was but one more drop of light, one more
wisp of warmth before surrendering to the cold yet again, cycle unto cycle. 
     Cori accepted Alma’s choice and handed her an ax sheathed in bronze, scoured
rough from many uses over many cycles. Alma licked her stunted yellow fangs and
swung the ax with a strength belying the form of a small girl. Within a few swings,
the King Oak, the herald of the warm wind, had fallen. It collapsed into the brown
grass with a thunderous slam.
       Immediately, the chill began. Alma knew the cold wind would soon approach the
Upstairs, where winter would grasp the land in a chilling, fresh embrace of frost and
dark. Gold ichor bled from the tree trunk and sprigs of spiky green leaves developed
among the sap and the infernal death throes. Plump red berries spread majestically as
the Holly King took its rightful place upon the fallen corpse of its seasonal comrade.
Even Cori felt the chill as her luminous fiery hair extinguished to the gasp of the
wind and faded to a chilled gray. Within a few months' time, Alma would slay the
Holly King and give rise to the Oak again, an eternal cycle of death and rebirth, cold
and warmth. It was her lot as the harbinger of the seasons.
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      Aloysius growled but Cori rested a chilled, porcelain hand upon its head,
brushing the beastie lightly. One hug from its companion further placated the imp
and it went limp with a soft coo, accepting the loving embrace. 
       Alma smiled, accepting her placement and the winter winds to seal the Cold
Frozen One in its icy hold. She had but one task in this world of pits, refuse, torment,
and gnashing teeth. She was proud of her decision and, as Cori handed her another
pomegranate, she looked forward to an uncertain future yet, one dancing amidst the
shroud of time with whispered promises of warmth, sunlight, and mortal air. 
     Sometime soon, a new wind would blow through the pits and brush the
tormented, a gust graced with the smile of a demonic being shrouded in an angelic
carapace. She smiled, satisfied among the apex of the seasons as the cold enveloped
her in its embrace, the sweetest of winds. 
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"...she did make a
mental note to put some

ointment on her
wounds, lest the kitten
get an infection. Ashlee
wasn’t a monster, after

all."
never smoked, of course—and he’d roll down the windows so the sweet morning
air would come through. She could still picture the way his arm hung out the side,
his hair tossed by the breeze as he blissfully ignored her mother’s high-pitched
complaining. Complaining was all she was really good for, besides making sure her
daughter’s pink dress was clean and pressed, and there were no scuffs on her patent
leather shoes.
     Ashlee didn’t need Mass anymore. Ever since she moved out and got her own
place, she maintained the faith in other ways. After Papa passed, she took an awful
misstep into the world of modeling, but once the incident occurred, she knew she 

It was Sunday.
      Sundays always reminded her of Papa. He used
to call it “The Lord’s Day,” the words themselves
pulling up memories of his old Buick Regal as
they drove to church. It still smelled like stale
cigarettes from the previous owner—Papa 
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needed to embark on a more meaningful profession. Her work now made a difference
in the world, touching the lives of thousands through social media. She lovingly kept
in touch with her followers each day, knowing they depended on her for healing. She
was their mother, their friend. Their therapist.
      The alarm on her tiny stove went off, interrupting her musings. It was a reminder
that she only had about thirty minutes before she had to feed her kittens. It was the
perfect time to take a selfie to show off her new hoodie to her Twitter followers. An
adoring fan had sent it, a fuzzy rainbow-colored unicorn ensemble, complete with
horn, along with the note: Unicorns are rare and magical, one of a kind, just like
you. It melted her whole heart. The kindness of strangers always moved her. They
made her feel like the princess Papa had raised her to be. The Princess of Twitter. 
      She’d have to make a new TikTok video wearing it as well—she gained a whole 34
new followers since she posted the last educational video, and she knew people loved
it when she looked cute and quirky. What better way to deliver The Message than to
do it in a way that was fun and adorable?
   Ashlee loved social media. There was something so profound about having a
platform that could reach so many different people all over the world. From the
United States, to Canada, to Europe, they all adored her. They needed her, and she
was there to provide. A healer’s work was never done.
     She got up from the couch and headed into the kitchen to take her 12 o’clock pills.
Her mother once told her the tiny blue capsules kept her demons away, but she knew
she had no demons. She was pure, a messiah among men, just like her Lord and
Savior, Jesus. The pills just helped deliver The Message more clearly. 
    She pulled up her hood so its horn popped upright. Just like a beautiful unicorn,
she thought. She took a few selfies with pursed lips, admiring how the turquoise,
pink, and yellow of her shirt complimented her interior décor. That was one of the
things she loved most about her little house. After thirty years of living with her
parents, they finally bought her her very own home to do with as she pleased. She was
able to display her Barbies and stuffed animals, set up a little area to record her
gymnastics videos, and even her kittens had their own space downstairs. She once
longed for a husband to keep her company, but no one had ever been good enough
for Papa’s Princess. Papa wouldn’t have approved of any of the dirty birdies who
popped into her private messages, and she rarely had time to meet people in real life
with her work schedule. She was content passing the time spreading The Message and 
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caring for her kittens. She knew one day Prince Charming would come to sweep her
off her feet. He would read the poetry she posted on her special poetry account, the
ones about her most perfect date ever and the way she deserved to be loved. He would
fall for her instantly, and come to wait on her, hand and foot. Like the princess she
was.
      She snapped a couple more selfies before her eyes caught the clock. It was edging
closer to 12:30. She needed to get her video done before she fed the kittens their
lunch. Yesterday, she learned from her Internet friend how some people misdiagnose
narcissists with bipolar disorder. The thought of it made her so upset. All those
horrid dirty birdies parading around and making people feel sorry for them when
they were actually wicked demons. She had to make a video to teach her followers
everything she learned. They needed her protection, her love. She set up her phone
for videos, deciding at the last moment to take off the unicorn hoodie to look more
professional. She was a therapist after all. 
     After it was uploaded, she hearted all the comments from the previous selfies on
Twitter, then started preparing the kittens’ meals. They were strangely quiet today.
She wondered if it was because she changed the litter box yesterday. It wasn’t her
favorite chore of kitten parenting, but it was a small price to pay. 
     She opened a few cans of tuna and delicately placed them onto dishes. She did a
little dance as she maneuvered around her kitchen. She couldn’t wait to go to her
gymnastics class that evening and post about it after. It was the highlight of her
week. Her followers loved when she made videos all sweaty and cute. Looking
disheveled made her appear real. Fun. 
     The basement was cold and damp, and the kittens barely stirred as she flipped on
the light. She wondered for a moment if they were still alive. “Hello, my kittens,” she
cooed to wake them. 
     She set a dish in front of the first cage where the boy slept. He was the one who
almost turned around at the rest stop before he reluctantly agreed to follow her
home. He was her first kitten, and he’d proven to be quite the challenge. He suffered
from a borderline personality, but after her loving administrations of warm enemas
followed by cold showers with the hose, he was doing much better. He no longer
berated her with curse words, the look in his eyes gone from hateful to sweet and
submissive.
      The kitten who reminded her of her mom, who clearly had narcissistic personality 
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disorder, was also silent, but Ashlee assumed it was because of the gag. She hung
limply against the wall in her rusted chains, the caustic metal leaving sores on her
skin. Ashlee could have used rope, but she wanted to make sure the girl learned her
lesson that perfect, creamy skin wasn’t everything. Ashlee suffered from acne her
whole childhood, and she was a much better person for it. However, she did make a
mental note to put some ointment on her wounds, lest the kitten get an infection.
Ashlee wasn’t a monster, after all.
      She grabbed her medical books from the shelf along the wall, getting ready to read
aloud to the kittens sleeping on the floor. They were her favorites, always scratching
at her pant legs with adoration. She never worried about them escaping, like she had
with the boy. Not only were they loyal to her, but some had lost their limbs. Part of
their treatments, of course. 
       Ashlee smiled down at them as she settled into her pink beanbag chair. She
longed to share photographs of her beloved kittens with her followers, but it was
crude to brag about doing nice things on social media. That sort of thing was beneath
her. She knew she had to do her work quietly. Ridding the world of demons was
what Jesus wanted, something that would make her father proud. Their heavenly
love and support were all she needed to continue on. 
       She opened an old medical textbook she’d found at the corner bookstore. “Today,
sweet kittens,” she began, “we are going to learn about the histrionic personality.
This might be a review to some of you, but our family is growing, so we must be
patient. Now, the poor souls with histrionic personality disorder need to act out in
outlandish ways to get attention, or they get very sad.”
      She was interrupted by a moan, and suddenly remembered the two kittens in the
corner, near her sewing machine. For a minute, she was taken aback, a strange feeling
settling over her. Was she feeling anger, perhaps? She wasn’t sure. Princesses didn’t
get angry. She set her book down and rose from her chair to check on them. 
   She’d acquired them after one proved to be the dirtiest birdie of all—he’d
pretended like he loved her, and when she tried to love him back, he’d backed away.
The nerve! Pretending to be her Prince Charming was the worst sin a man could
commit. And to make matters even worse, he then gave all his attention to an
atrocious, slutty witch with no respect for herself or others. They both used and
abused good people like her, with no regard for anyone else’s feelings. So she’d done
what she had to—tricked them into meeting her instead of each other, and poisoned
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them with some of her leftover medication. Then she brought them home so she
could administer her healing. 
      She wasn’t the best seamstress, especially when sewing by hand, but she tried. It
was hard enough to thread through human skin as is, but to sew two people together
while they were passed out proved quite the challenge. 
      They came to as she cleaned out the litter box, forcing her to waste more of her
pills to sedate them again and leave them in the corner of the basement. In the
morning, she went to the pet supply store and managed to find a big enough cage for
the two to fit comfortably. She planned to settle them in today. She even bought a
few blankets to line it with and sop up any blood from their wounds. 
      She smiled as she watched them break through the haze of drug-induced sleep and
recall their current horror. Again, Ashlee wished she could show her followers her
work. Papa would have been amazed by her cleverness—what better way to heal two
selfish dirty birdies than to force them into a backwards embrace, to always be
connected, but never able to face each other again? It was genius, really. 
      She knelt down to pet the male kitten on his head, enjoying the terror in his eyes
as the witch stirred behind him. She knew if either started to struggle, the pain
would be extreme. It hurt her to make them suffer, but she knew it was for the best.
Exorcising some demons proved more difficult than others, but lucky for them,
Ashlee was up to the challenge. 
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"The two-headed
serpent flowed from her
hand and rolled through

the carrion, past an
exposed spine and over a

skull nearly licked
clean."

of weakness. His flesh did I devour, and his soul I now host. He has plenty of
company, I dare say thousands. Give me a moment while I sip this malefactor’s
blood.
      “Who are you?” the Saint of Sunrise inquired.
     This blood, so fresh, fills me with the Holy Spirit. I could almost beg for His
forgiveness, to anoint me with Holy water. But alas, I jest.
      The Saint watched the demon dab at the blood from the corner of her mouth.
“Your name?” he asked once again.
        You cannot exorcise me.

The taste of their tainted, God-fearing flesh is a
delicacy. Time has pulled mankind so far from
their God that I grow weary and hungry. There
was a time when the flesh of man was bountiful—
sadly, no more. This one, a man of faith, turned
from his Maker for hidden pleasure in a moment 

The Soul's Echo

Written by
Spyder Collins

THE CROW'S QUILL
pre s en t s
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“I have no intention to, as you are not possessing a vehicle of my Lord.” The Saint of
Sunrise pulled from his seamless robe a talisman of the sun, engraved with a crucifix. 
       What a pretty trinket. Has it a name?
      The Saint winced slightly to the sound of sucking flesh as the demon enjoyed the
last of her repast. “It is not, as you say, a trinket. It is a favor from my Father. One I
cherish more than my very soul.”
      It seems I have offended the boy and his most precious toy. A chortle resonated
throughout the hall.
    “Ha! You’ve done no such thing, as you have no power over me,” the Saint
retorted.
        It seems. Would you like any of the priest? I offer you a pound of his flesh.
    Blood splattered from the lump of crimson. It was bright like a Christmas
decoration, shimmering as if covered in glitter. “I will not subject myself to your
temptations or deceits.” The Saint’s gaze remained locked on the bloodied mass.
       Then you admit to being tempted?
      “No.” The Saint clutched his favor in his left hand and placed the right near his
heart. “Now, I ask you again: what is your name?”
       This silly preoccupation with you men of the cloth. “My name,” “my name” is all
you talk about. If you must know, I am the bearer of seven names: the malignancy
that ails the unborn, the bringer of nightmares, the infestation of rivers and streams,
the devourer of flesh . . . I am the incantations of the seven witches.
       The church hall fell silent. As the demon was done with her boasting, the Saint of
Sunrise searched his memory for such teaching. Only the sound of wailing souls
scuttling within the demon’s belly could be heard.
       “No, I require a name.”
        Why? Why the importance of my name?
       “It is now you who are offended,” the Saint said behind a coy smile.
      You don’t know who I am. You searched your learnings, all the words of your
Savior stored away in your small mind. All those years of study and you do not know
who I am. The one of seven names, incantations of the seven witches, would tell any
real believer my simple name.
     “Then you are nobody, a lesser demon of little consequence.” The Saint smirked
before he moved to exit the church. As he did, the walls bled, and the portrait of the
Blessed Mother Mary wept above the church doors. The knobs melted, and the light 
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peeking through the seal vanished into an unnatural, ebony ash.
       Never turn your back on me, minion. The demon’s voice rattled like chains. 
       The Saint turned to meet her.
       A hush overcame the two. Now the Saint knew.

      Rivers turned to blood, foliage dried and wilted in the rain, mothers miscarried
and mourned the death of their offspring, and disease riddled mankind. “You mock
me and a generation will suffer,” hissed the demon, no longer lingering in his mind.
      The Saint held his favor in his left hand and, with his right, pointed at the demon.
“Your name. I want to know your given name, demon. I’ve no more time for your
games.”
      The demon rose. Her features darkened. The two-headed serpent in her left hand
stopped its feasting. Its elongated tongue took in the last of its meal. Black-pool eyes
stared at the Saint for a moment before they closed, curling its ebony frame about the
demon’s waist. Then her lion’s mane grew into a raging inferno, and her
indiscernible face shifted into one so revolting the Saint could barely maintain eye
contact. She hovered above the bloodied church floor and the remnants of what was
once a child of God. “My name is Lamashtu.”
       She then lowered herself and resumed the form of a fetching maiden. Her amber
eyes spoke softly, surrounded by porcelain skin and supple lips. Her figure was a
familiar and lovely shape, but the Saint was not impressed.
       “I’ve no desire other than to serve my Lord, demon.”
       She smiled. “Of course not. Not now, eunuch. Unlike him,” she pointed to the
dead that littered the floor, “you have no manly desires. However, you do lust for
your Lord’s approval, and I would wager my downfall would please Him so.”
      The Saint returned to his place near the demon. He gave little care where he
stood, his sandaled feet soaking up the blood of the priest. “Yes, and I am here to
deliver you to Hell.”
       Lamashtu chucked. “Look around you, Saint of Sunrise. You are in Hell.” She
opened her arms, and batlike wings unfurled. “You foolish believer.”
         The walls of the church crumbled as the earth violently shook. He gripped a pew
to maintain his balance while the demon rose just above the ground. The floor fell
away but he did not, as though he stood on glass. A valley of fire ignited below.  
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Hundreds, if not thousands, of hands reached up through the fire, clawing for him.
He did not know if they did so for salvation or to cause him harm. The church walls,
the stained-glass depictions of the Last Supper and the Crucifixion, shattered as the
once-pristine masonry crumbled into a heap of brimstone. It was then he noticed he
did not brace himself with the wooden pew; rather, he held the hand of Lamashtu.
He tried to pull back from her, but he could not.
      “Such a small man you are. A believer in God. A deliverer of His sacred word, yet
you are no better than I.”
       “Never,” the Saint spat. “I will always be better than you in His eyes, demon.”
       She smiled and released the Saint. “Then why has He forsaken you, placing you in
Hell?”
       “He has not. This is a trick.”
        She peered down at the heap of flesh that was the priest. The two-headed serpent
flowed from her hand and rolled through the carrion, past an exposed spine and over
a skull nearly licked clean. Most of the priest’s face remained, only his chin and part
of the right cheek had been eaten. It left enough for the Saint to see: the priest was
he.
       “No, this cannot be!” he sputtered. “I am Darius—I hung on the cross beside my
Savior. I sang His name for all to hear.” The Saint’s horror mounted as his eyes took
in his hellish surroundings.
     Laughter filled the grotto. “You are forsaken, easily cast aside, as you are the
Sinner of Sunrise.”
       The Saint fell to his knees and dropped his head into his lap. It detached from the
rest of his body. His flesh dissolved to dust, leaving only a film of his former self to
stain his quivering hands. “Lord?”
      “You are the depraved, and you must atone. Amusing how quickly you forget this
face and body you lusted after when I entered the church. The favor you asked me
for behind the altar. Me on my knees—how you serenaded me with your growing
satisfaction. Now without your manhood, it is easy to dismiss me.” Lamashtu’s words
washed over him like a tempestuous sea.
    “I remember now.” He jabbed a finger at the demon. “You tempted me. You
wicked devil!”
     “Indeed. This newfound strength will suit you well as you expire in the second
circle.”
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      The fires climbed higher and wrapped about Lamashtu’s legs like a child. Its glow
reflected in her eyes as her smile stretched into a sneer. He wallowed in agony as the
flames seared his now mortal flesh. The self-proclaimed Saint of Sunrise was dragged
to the depths of Hell to serve his sentence. His cries reverberated in a chorus of
sorrow.

   The fallen priest labored to stay afloat in the river of fire. I’ve just this one
transgression, he told himself as cathedral bells rang out in his ears and young
Victorian ladies danced within his memory.
      An imp toyed with the priest’s lust—dangling the things in life that brought on
his excitement, keeping them but a fingertip away. “Let’s not play with your lies,” it
said. “It was not just this once. You’ve brought your sin to the altar many times
before. She was your last, as she of seven names hungers for such tainted flesh.”
      The flesh the imp spoke of bubbled from bone, leaving a bright, polished skeleton
to bob in the fire. Cries of woe rained down from the stormy skies above. The priest’s
tears fell, and were quickly evaporated. The words I am sorry stammered from his
dribbling lips.
     “I will enjoy my time with you, priest. Your faithless soul will repent time and
time again. Singing to my ears.” The imp chuckled as he shoved the sinner beneath
the river of fire.
     The priest shed his name and licked his hungry lips at the sight of Lamashtu’s
tender thigh that hovered just out of reach. “How quickly you fall back on the
monster you are,” she remarked.
       The imp stepped aside and observed Lamashtu tempt the priest in his perversion.
She engaged him in a deep, passionate kiss before cinching his tongue between her
teeth and detaching it from his mouth. She spat the fowl organ and laughed as he
gurgled and choked on his own blood, before the imp submerged him again.
         Forgive me, Lord.
         “In time,” the imp said. “In time.”

Q U I L L  &  C R O W
P U B L I S H I N G  H O U S E Page 45CQ | 06 | Jan 2022

The Soul's Echo Spyder Collins



Known simply as "A Wraith Upon the Sea," Spyder Collins not only wanders the
vast Pacific Ocean, you can also find him haunting the caves of Colorado.

 
Here and there, he weaves disturbing tales of horror and suffering. When he's not

agitating the minds of unsuspecting readers, he’s also been known to pen soul-
shattering poetry.

 
Twitter: @Spyder_Collins

Spyder Collins

Q U I L L  &  C R O W
P U B L I S H I N G  H O U S E Page 46CQ | 06 | Jan 2022



No matter how far I run
I can't escape

A lifetime of mistakes
Reflected

In the eyes of children
Taunting me

With what could have been
Hell unleashed

With a single decision
Would I change things? 

Never
Happiness came

With the greatest hardship
My demons have served me well

Lucas Mann
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We are so grateful for the stories written by our talented authors, and we
hope you enjoyed the poetry contributed by two of our House's poets. 
Thank you, Crow family, for your continued enthusiasm and support!

 
A deep thank you to everyone who submitted a story. It is truly special for us
when you share your works, regardless of their acceptance. While your story

may not have been chosen, next month's theme is Twisted Love and it could be
your chance to spin us a dark tale. If you are interested in seeing your story

published in The Crow's Quill, please check our website for more details.
We'd be honored to have a look.

 
Are you a poet?

Participate in our daily poetry prompts and use #PoetryIsNotDead for a
chance to be featured! We want to shine a light on more dark poets.

Keep calling and we Crows may answer.
 

Sincerely, from Quill & Crow's Associate Editors,
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