<i><b>Those Who Have Died</b></i>

Jeuni Huros stood four feet tall, beardless, and barefoot, in the middle of a large room that reeked of hard alcohol and unwashed bodies. The high rafters, colored a dark yellow with age and rot, were strung with cobwebs. Three beds, one smashed and in pieces, occupied much of the floor space, the rest taken up with empty bottles and a man's body.

"Get up, dad," he said, anger in his voice. The man lying in the corner didn't stir. "I said, get up!" No response. Jeuni took a step forward, shattering a bottle of brandy underfoot in the process. Though it cut at his feet and he bled, he felt no pain. All he could focus on was the body in the corder. As he approached it, he heard a whimpering noise from one of the beds.

It was the sound of a girl sobbing.

Jeuni looked up at the rafters and took a deep breath.

"What do you want me to do, Sone?"

"Go..." came a word between the sobs, and then another—"...away."

"What does that mean?" Jeuni laughed, turning his gaze back to the body of his father. The floor was stained red around the body, stained with fresh blood. "What does that mean, Sone? Go away? You don't mean that."

"I do, Jeuni," the girl whimpered.

"Why? Why won't dad get up?" Jeuni bit his lip. "Why do you want me to leave?" He noticed that there were brilliant blue lights circling around his right hand, which was covered in blood. 

"Dad's dead, Jeuni." There were no more tears, no more sobs. The girl's voice was still hurt, still broken, but more confident, more assertive. It was accusatory. "You killed him." 

"He can't be dead," argued the nineteen-year-old Jeuni Huros, getting down on his knees and reaching out for his father's shoulders. Shards of bottle glass cut into his legs as he put his weight forward. He stretched out his right hand, still swirling with energies and still coated with blood. 

"Don't touch dad, Jeuni."

"He's my dad, too, damn it!" yelled Jeuni, turning back to look in the direction that the voice had come from. "He did this to you and mom, to me, to us. And now he's ignoring me! I can't forgive him for that."

"<i>You</i> did this to me."

---

Jeuni snapped awake and found himself in a cold sweat. Lancing pains were shooting up and down his left arm.

"Sone..."

"You've come to, Master Huros," exclaimed Kihara.

"Kihara!" he cried out, then winced as he tried to move his arm.

"Don't move too quickly now," she cooed. "You've been unconscious for four days." She was kneeling over him, her face and hair blocking everything else from sight. Only a bit of light streaming between strands of light blue illuminated her features. Jeuni had forgotten how red her eyes were.

"How's he doing?" came a voice from several feet away. It was the beast-man.

"Four days? What happened?" asked the juggler, still shaken from his dream and not able to process all the information being thrown his way—that the beast-man was alive, for one (had he been out that long?), that Kihara was there, that her smile hovered inches above his face. There was too much and he couldn't even tell where he was, what with the girl's hair draped about his face.

"King's blade is coated in a lethal poison," the girl Holder explained cheerfully. "I've managed to delay the worst of its effects—namely, immediate death—but you have an approximate two weeks left to live."

"Two weeks?" 

"Only two weeks?" asked the beast-man. As usual, though plentiful in tone, his voice lacked any discernible emotion. Jeuni, as he had been at the tavern's bar the night of their meeting, was agitated by the beast-man's method of speaking. It was a gut reaction to this news of impending death—Jeuni occupied his thoughts with remembering all of the insensitive or otherwise angering things the giant Holder had said to him. 

"That is, if we don't bring him back to Byhr and get him properly treated," said Kihara, turning from Jeuni and dragging her hair across his face. He sneezed, then cursed.

"You're not bringing me back to Byhr." Jeuni grimaced as he said these words. "I'm going to the South, and maybe it'll be a frozen wasteland. But maybe it's the paradise I—"

"Master Huros," interrupted the beast-man as Kihara stood. Jeuni noticed for the first time that he was wrapped in the beast-man's warm cloak, and that the sky was white, and that the ground was soft. "We're in the South."

Jeuni forced himself to sit up and his eyes widened.

"This is the South?"

It was white, as far as he could see. The terrain was hilly, snowbank after snowbank as far he could see. A frozen river cut through the ground where he lay. Dead trees, smothered in snow, dotted the landscape. There was no visible sun in the sky but it was bright, everything reflecting light. It was blinding, especially after the darkness of the forest.

"Yep," smiled Kihara.

"This is the South?" the juggler repeated, twisting his neck to look in every direction. It was the same everywhere, as far as his eyes could see. White everywhere.

"I told you, right?" asked the beast-man with a hint of impatience, as though Jeuni should never have questioned the message that had been conveyed in blood.

"So..."

"Yes, Master Huros?"

"... what's so great about this place?"

Neither Holder responded. Jeuni took a long look around the area as if to reconfirm for himself that this was, indeed, a desolate wasteland.

"I do suppose it's better than Byhr, though it's funny I should spend my last days with Holders of the Covenant. Anyway, I've been meaning to ask some questions and I figure I should ask them before I lose the chance."

"Ask while we walk," suggested the beast-man. "Thirty-third, give him a hand. We should press on as soon as possible." Kihara obeyed this command, stooping down and extending a hand to the juggler. Jeuni took it with his right, and she pulled him to his feet. <i>The 'thirty-third' must be her number in the Holders</i>, thought the juggler with another grimace. <i>How many are there?</i>

"Can you walk, Master Huros?" asked the girl.

"Why are we walking anywhere?" he asked, befuddled. Yes, he'd lost his train of thought with the beast-man's mention of a number, so he might have missed something. "But aren't we already in the South?"

"These are only the outskirts of the South," Kihara explained. "We have another week's worth of traveling to do, I think."

"A week sounds right," commented the beast-man.

Jeuni took one step, and then another. He could walk; he was alright. At least, as alright as a man could be with a limp arm and a death sentence. Not to mention the cold was getting to him—his hometown was cold enough in the winter, but this—the sky <i>had</i> actually frozen over! It was white! <i>Shaded Orchard indeed</i>, he thought to himself, <i>though I guess I can't say Kihara didn't try to warn me.</i>

"Before we walk anywhere, though," began Jeuni, a hint of his old tavern-going self in his hazel eyes. The beast-man rummaged in a sack and produced a bottle of gin. "I didn't even have to ask, eh? Second, you had this the whole time?" 

The beast-man nodded yes.

"Lean on me if you're in too much pain to walk on your own, Master Huros," Kihara offered as she stepped onto the ice coating the river.

"I'll be okay," said Jeuni. "I can walk. Hey, Second, you want this back?" The beast-man took one glance at his cloak and shook his head. "Are you sure?"

"You're cold, right?" asked the giant Holder. "It's kindness. Accept it."

"King's fine in his armor. It's lined with the fur of Southern monsters." Kihara turned and smiled as she said this. "You know, Master Huros, I love the South." She twirled around twice, her soft boots sliding on the ice with almost no resistance.

Jeuni, unsure of how to interpret the girl's last sentence, replied with a swig of gin and stepped onto the ice. The beast-man followed suit in silence.

So the three set off, traveling deeper into the the southern wastes. Kihara literally skipped through the snow, her hair and and flared sleeves billowing about as she went. Jeuni trod steadily and painfully, every movement causing some amount of discomfort in his injured arm. The beast-man, clad in his blue armor, stayed his stride in order to not outpace the shorter two, and made little noise, much as he had in the forest previously.

After an hour of walking, Kihara turned to Jeuni.

"We're going at a good rate. Shall we talk?"

Jeuni didn't waste a moment with commencing his interrogation of the two Holders.

"First off, my most immediate question would be: is Ynthon coming after us again?"

"No way," Kihara giggled. "When I found what was left of his body, I made sure to stymy any attempt on his part at revival."

"How does that work, exactly?"

"One of our god-granted powers is the ability to stop each other from recovering from wounds," the girl explained. "Funny, huh? It's like the god wanted us to fight amongst ourselves, or something like that."

"That was going to be my next question, why Holders fight, or why Ynthon fought with us. Aren't you all Holders of the Covenant? The same covenant? Don't you serve the same damn god?"

"That's a hard question to answer, Master Huros. You see, there are all kinds of misconceptions about us Holders amongst the common folk. These misconceptions sometimes work their way into our minds—like the idea that the current Empire of Byhr is the Holy Land that Holders must protect. So some of us, such as Master Tomora Ynthon, the Seventeenth Holder, choose to fight in Byhr's army and keep Byhrites inside the borders."

"But I thought that Byhr <i>was</i> the Holy Land. It was founded by the original Holders, wasn't it?"

The beast-man chuckled.

"Not at all," said Kihara, smiling as though what Jeuni had said was incredibly funny. "It was founded by tribespeople from the South. It was founded by a bunch of wanderers who were trying to escape the deadliness of this region. They had not taken the covenant."

"But the stories tell of them dying in combat and coming back to life," argued Jeuni. "They were invincible, immortal, and powerful, and they took over the center of the midlands almost without contest."

"The First used his powers to make it seem as though they were immortal," sighed the giant Holder. "It was distressing to watch."

"Listen to King," advised Kihara, "he was there." Jeuni nodded, and the beast-man continued.

"When we take the covenant, we are given three powers in return for our services to the god. The first power, as you know, is the ability to regenerate ourselves. The second is the ability to keep each other from regenerating. The third is unique to each Holder. In Master Ynthon's case, it was conducting. Anyway, the interesting thing is the service. For each Holder, that service is different."

"You're taking too long, King," pouted the blue-haired girl. Jeuni chuckled inside a little, seeing a glint of embarrassment in the giant Holder's golden eyes.. <i>So you're actually quite talkative and long-winded, Second! No wonder you try to say as little as possible.</i>

"Right. I pledged to act as the god's voice and to bring his messages to mortals. The First pledged to found and defend the state of the Holy Land. That was Byhr."

"I still don't see why Ynthon attacked us—" Jeuni scratched his head as he looked back at the looming figure of the beast-man.

"Oh, there are many possible reasons. For one, you were leaving Byhr. While I don't know the details of his agreement with the god, he may have pledged to keep the so-called Holy Land populated. This would explain why he was working closely with the border patrols, whose main goal is to keep Byhr's people in Byhr. There's also that, as you may have noticed, he was a wizard, much like yourself. He had some magical ability in addition to the power granted him by the Covenant. Wizards are rare, and he probably wanted to learn more about himself through you. Failing that, he tried to kill you."

"Well that was kind of him," snorted the juggler.

"The Seventeenth had his own agenda. That's all we know, really," said Kihara. "Any other questions?"

"What did <i>you</i> pledge to the dark god?"

"I can't tell you," she smiled seductively.

"But the Second could—"

"His agreement is different from mine. It's the same covenant in that the deal is of the same nature, and it's the same god we're serving, but our pledges are completely different. Some things are better left unknown... even King doesn't know what I pledged the god."

"I have an idea," said the beast-man carefully.

"Awwww, he's on to me," Kihara squealed with fake despair.

"You two sure get along well," commented Jeuni.

"King's taken care of me for eight years now." Kihara smiled sweetly as she said this. "He's almost like a second father."

"Eight years? Since you were what, five?" 

"Since I became a Holder," said Kihara, suddenly no longer smiling. It wasn't a 'no,' but it wasn't a 'yes' either. The beast-man made no comment on the topic and Jeuni didn't pursue it further. For a while, the three trudged along silently save for the sound of boots slogging through snow. Jeuni noticed that, with time, the pain in his arm was increasing gradually. Kihara's story about the poison must have been true, he figured.  He really wouldn't be returning to his town in Byhr. He really would be ending his days in this wasteland of snow and frost. And he really would never again see that bastard Gyurot, or his family—

"Is something wrong, Master Huros?" 

"Hm?" asked the juggler, turning to stare blankly at the girl.

"You seem troubled."

"Oh?" Jeuni blinked. "Oh. Oh!" He turned away, looking down at the snow and watching his boots sink into it as he walked. He had completely blanked out with that last thought. He tried putting his hands in his pockets, forgetting  that the beast-man's gigantic gray cloak was in the way. Working around it, he found that his left hand—swollen from the poison—could fit into his pocket no more easily than his right, still clutching the now empty bottle of gin. Dropping his hands to his sides, the juggler narrowed his eyes and focused on the whiteness ahead. "I was just remembering a dream I had."

"You were sweating an awful lot right before you came to earlier, you know," she said. "I think more than the poison itself should have called for. Were you seeing a nightmare?"

"It was a bad dream," sighed the juggler, forcing his eyes to gobble up every detail of the visible world so that he might keep images from his past from popping up in his mind. "Just a bad, bad dream."

"Do you want to talk about it?" Kihara asked this of Jeuni sweetly, gently, much as a mother would ask such a question of her darling child.

"Lovely conversation, but I'm afraid we don't have time for this right now," interrupted the beast-man. "We've got company."

"Wolves?" asked the blue-haired girl, looking back at the giant Holder.

"A whole pack of them."

"Where?" asked Jeuni, craning his neck and scanning the horizon for some sign of movement.

"Behind us," said the beast-man, nodding in the direction of the ridge they had just passed. "They're right on the other side there, and they'll be on us in a matter of minutes. They've been trailing us for a good hour, steadily catching up."

"No way," breathed the juggler. "I would have heard them."

"I respect that you've been on a battlefield, and are an expert at stealth combat, Master Huros, but you are out of your element here. These wolves are not the oversized black dogs common in the eastern hills. These wolves are the behemoths of the South, one with the snow. They can come and go silently in this place, without leaving a single track. Do not see it as a failure of yours that you did not sense them until now."

"Who said anything about failures?" Jeuni asked, enraged by the beast-man's assumptions.

"Don't worry, Master Huros," said Kihara, "I'll take care of them."

It was then that the ridge moved. Or, more precisely, what Jeuni had thought was the top of the ridge rose up and grew eyes.  A huge beast of pure white, easily five times the size of the beast-man, stood atop the snow-covered hill. Within thirty seconds, it was joined by a dozen other monsters, all looking down at the travelers with hungry yellow eyes. It was difficult to tell where their legs ended and the snow started.

"I can help," muttered the juggler, dropping the empty bottle and extending his right arm in the direction of the ridge. "Size doesn't scare me."

"There's no need for that," the beast-man responded, turning from the wolves and walking down the slope to stand by Jeuni's side. "No need to pretend like you enjoy using your magic now, little wizard." Jeuni hissed.

"He's serious, Master Huros. Don't use your magic here." Kihara smiled at the gigantic white monsters as she said this. "It'll tire you, and you need all your energy to combat that poison." <i>So using my magic will shorten what time I have left.</i> "Besides, Master Huros. I can take care of these guys easily."

"Oh? What about the Second?"

"King's strong, but they're stronger. And King's power—commanding people to obey him—doesn't work on these beasts because they don't understand our language. He's actually completely helpless against them. It's kind of cute."

"Cute?" asked the juggler, wincing at the sound of the word. Or maybe the twinge in his arm.

"Yep," smiled Kihara as the beast-man sighed. Having watched their prey long enough, the wolf-like behemoths howled and charged down the hill. "Now. Blinding white, flicker and become flame!" As she said this, the snow of the ridge, previously white and solid, melted away, replaced with a bubbling river of a boiling water. The wolves cried at the insult and then splashed through the melting snow, hungry as before but now angry as well.

"Was that such a good idea?"

"Watch," demanded the girl as the river of melted snow boiled away, replaced with blue flames burning on dry earth. Most of the wolves, their fur dripping, plunged through the fire unharmed, but two of them caught fire and fell over. "Two down. Now. Light, fly to those who are your color, and burn them from this world!"

Beams of white shot out of the snow around the three travelers and transfixed the remaining wolves like giant lances. The beams were visible for only a handful of seconds before shooting off into the white sky, leaving eleven heaps of ash in their wake.

"See, Master Huros?" asked the girl as she turned from the hill and faced the juggler. The blue flames died away and all that marred the white snow behind her was a scorched hillside and the remains of thirteen giant wolves. "Easy, yes?"

"During the daytime in the South, she's incredibly powerful," the beast-man said, pointing out the obvious. "Her unique god-granted power is the ability to invoke spells with words. She can only control light and wind in this manner, but she's become quite adept at using light to destroy things. Here, her magic may well outdo yours."

"It's only a mockery of magic," snorted Kihara as she began walking, headed south once more. "Even the magic Master Ynthon could use was more pure than this talent the god has given me."

"Bitter, are we, Kihara?" teased the beast-man, laughter in his eyes.

"Not all thirty-four of us Holders <i>wanted</i> to become god-serving beings devoid of humanity, King." Kihara sounded as though she were telling off a naughty child who had, in his naivety, overstepped the bounds of comfortable discussion topics.

"Don't you take the covenant of your own will?" Jeuni asked, intrigued by the girl's last assertion, and he followed her lead in beginning to walk again. The beast-man stood still for a minute before shuffling after them.

Kihara sighed and then looked over at Jeuni, her red eyes reflecting the same despair they had on the day of her first encounter with the juggler. She spoke, and her voice, that voice that must have been the sweetest voice in the world, was burdened with sorrow.

 "I didn't know what was going on. My father had just become a Holder of the Covenant, and I wanted to be like him, because I admired him." She took a deep breath. "When he tried to stop me from taking the covenant, the evil god struck him down in an instant. I became a Holder while staring in fright at my father's corpse. I didn't worship any deities or anything; I was just a little girl."
