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A C H E RON  dared not look back at the creatures that 
pursued him up the mountain. To do so might make him 

falter. His bloody fingers wrapped around a spine of amethyst 
the length of his arm, its value reduced to a handhold for a fool. 
There were countless like it on the mountain. Sacred treasures 
of those who gazed down from the Black River. His clan dared 
not touch them. But Acheron was already an outcast. What did 
one more sin matter?

He had been climbing for over a day. His fingernails were 
split, his muscles burned, and his mind dulled, eroded by frigid 
winds, pain, and glimpses of the monsters that chased him. Their 
segmented limbs and bulbous bodies were draped in golden fin-
ery that obscured the chattering terror beneath. They were the 
Mountain Keepers, and they would allow no mortal to scale the 
mountain and reach the realm of the dead. So said Old Thysania 
at least, but the crone’s words would not stop him now. Ache-
ron’s gaze was fixed toward his goal. The summit … the Black 
River … the man he loved … Actias … 

A shooting star had cut across the night sky thirty-three moon 
rises ago. The night after Actias’ cremation. Old Thysania always 
said that such stars were spirits seeking to escape the Black River 
and return to the world below. Such a thing was impossible, she 
had assured. Those rare, rebellious souls would drift upon the ce-
lestial flow until they accepted their fate and found their place with 
the stars. When Acheron had seen that star, he knew that it was 
Actias. He had not been ready to die. He wanted to come back.

Acheron hauled his body onto a man-sized barb of raw dia-
mond, pausing to catch his breath. The screeching of the Moun-
tain Keepers echoed below as he shut his eyes and drew deep 
breaths of the icy air that cut through his rawhide clothes. Ev-
ery breath stung his lips and lungs. Acheron opened his satchel, 
checking for lost items. His lantern had fallen hours ago, and he 

feared something else may have gone with it. All that re-
mained, save for his sword, was a meager portion of goat jerky, 
a pot of lamp oil, and a shard of flint. Little to aid him on the 
sheer walls of the mountain.

He drew his sword, meditating on the blade for a moment. 
It had been a gift from Actias, forged before the struggle that 
claimed his life. Old Thysania had always taught them that gifts 
wrought of hand and heart entwined one’s soul to another for 
eternity. Had Actias been calling to him all this time through the 
icy steel? Granting him the will to persist?

A rattling scream wrenched Acheron from his thoughts. One 
of the Keepers. It was above him. Close. The beast lurched from 

a hole in the mountain, its insectile claws scoring the stone as it 
crawled down the cliff-face. The six-legged abomination’s hulk-
ing body was wrapped in a gilded cocoon of coins and jewels 
that jangled and swayed as it skittered closer. From beneath its 
glimmering, kingly cowl a face met Acheron’s heavy brow. A 
visage like a man’s, but skeletal. Hollow. Its jawbone split in 
two, opening like an insect’s maw and dripping with the black 
ichor of death.

The Keeper lunged downward, its claws grasping for living 
flesh. Acheron leapt sidelong from his diamond perch, launch-
ing his body into the open air, clear of the Keeper’s attack. He 
caught himself on a jutting stone, hanging by one hand, search-
ing for footholds. The Keeper crashed into the diamond growth, 
screaming in anger and coiling its body to pounce again.

It was said that no blade could harm a Mountain Keeper, so 
as Acheron’s feet found purchase, he searched for something, 
anything, else that could help him. A jagged point of stone stood 
proudly in the howling winds below him, sparkling with veins 
of gold. A more suitable weapon.

The Mountain Keeper’s jaws rattled open and it leapt for 
Acheron, screeching like a tortured beast, deathly mucus drip-
ping from its fangs. Acheron hurled himself toward it, bran-
dishing his sword in a fool’s gambit. Flying free in the night. 
The beast’s claws lashed toward him and he heaved his blade 
down, severing one of its gnarled limbs in a shining flash. It 
was said that no blade could harm a Mountain Keeper. Either 
that had always been a lie, or conviction served as a fine whet-
stone. Acheron and the Keeper impacted one another in midair. 
He roared and buried his sword to the hilt in the fiend’s body, 
shifting all his weight into it. The Keeper scrambled to stop their 
descent, but its missing claw made the task impossible. The 
Keeper screamed, its maw gaping before Acheron’s grimace. It 
ripped at his back with its claws and Acheron roared, twisting 
his blade, making it feel the cold metal bite. The bodies of man 
and monster were gouged and split by stone and gem as they 
rolled over one another in the mortal grip of a free fall. Then, 
with a sound of tearing flesh and rattling coin, the Keeper’s body 
was impaled upon the gold-veined spike of stone that Acheron 
had aimed them toward. Had he been only inches to the right 
they would have shared that fate.

Acheron scrambled backward in a daze, finding an outcrop-
ping where he could settle his nerves and watch the keeper 
writhe. It shuddered and hissed, releasing the odors of a seeping 
grave. It could not pull itself from the spike of ore. As its shining 
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black blood drenched the gilded stone, the monster’s body fell 
limp with a clattering sigh and its tattered wrappings churned. 
A swarm of white moths burst forth from the corpse. Pristine. 
Like ghosts in the starlight. The moths spiraled upward, freed 
from that hideous prison. An incredible sight, but one that shook 
Acheron to the marrow.

Moths were the spirits of the wandering dead, those not sent to 
the Black River by the rites of cremation. When Actias died he 
had been burned in accordance with the rites. His body rendered 
to smoke and ash, carried toward the Black River on wings of 
heat. The pyre had drawn countless moths, as it always would, 
and their fragile forms were burned away with Actias. He would 
guide them to the River, Old Thysania had said. When the dead 
were burned so too could the lost find their way. At the time 
Acheron took comfort in that, but after the shooting star it had 
not lasted. When he hung a lantern as a beacon to guide his lov-
er’s spirit home Old Thysania had become furious. She had told 
him that it was a pointless, selfish act that would damn the spirits 
of others. That the lantern would lead lost spirits astray. They 
would burn up in its flames, unguided by the rites, unable to 
reach the Black River above. Trapped in the mortal world the 
spirits would warp into Mountain Keepers, monsters haunting 
the sacred mountain, seeking an afterlife that they could not 
reach. Creatures perpetually desperate for the warmth, wealth, 
and beauty of life that they no longer had. Acheron had not pit-
ied them then. This had been his first sin.

Battling the Mountain Keeper had left him covered in jag-
ged cuts. But Acheron climbed ever higher toward the dark sky. 
Toward the forbidden summit. He wondered now how alike he 
might be to the Mountain Keepers. Lost and seeking the impos-
sible. But that thought did not stop him. He had watched his lov-
er’s star fall. He had broken the traditions. And now all he could 
do was climb. Actias yearned to return, and Acheron would find 
him. The means mattered not.

From handhold to handhold, ruby to diamond to gold, Acheron 
forged his path up the mountain. As the faintest hues of dawn 
brightened the black night sky, he finally reached the summit, a 
rough circle of flat stone cut through with veins of gemstone that 
glimmered beneath the fading stars. The freezing wind pulled at 
the tattered hides Acheron wore, numbing his wounds. He stepped 
forward, staring up. Even here, on the highest peak of the sacred 
mountain, where no man dared to tread, he was still so far away. 
The Black River truly was beyond his mortal reach. Acheron fell 
to his knees and wept. He was exhausted. His bones ached and 
his body was caked in frozen blood. He had given everything to 
reach this place and it had not been enough. What more could he 
do but weep until the cold winds of the mountaintop whispered 
words of rest, and he fell into a dreamless slumber?

Old Thysania had always kept the legends of the Black River 
in the minds of the clan. As they gazed up at the night sky, she 
would often tell them of the afterlife. The spirits of the dead 
were meant to ascend to the Black River, where they would be 
preserved in a midnight tapestry until the end of days. It was a 
place of unchanging beauty, where the needs of mortals were 
forgotten and forbidden.

When he awoke, Acheron found himself elsewhere. He lay 
flat on his back in some shallow liquid, staring up into an irides-
cent fog. Beyond the fog he did not see the sky. Instead he saw 
the curvature of some distant sphere. It was massive, decorated 
with lines of jagged stone and pockets of vibrant blue. It was 
like gazing at the unfamiliar moon of another world. The air 
here was cold, but his wounds no longer stung. He sat forward 
and found that his muscles no longer ached. Plants surrounded 
him, lotus-like stalks that shone white in the haze. He stood, 
finding footing in the liquid beneath him. It flowed slowly, a 
slithering black morass that somehow supported his weight. The 
Black River. Acheron stood in a tributary of the afterlife. But 
how did he get here? Was this no more than the dying dream of 
an outcast sinner? 

No. Such worries did not matter. Acheron gripped his sword 
and it hummed at his touch. A curious sensation, but one that put 
him at ease. It felt as though Actias was by his side, pulling his 
heart deeper into the fog.

As Acheron moved across the surface of the lethargic river, 
he observed the otherworldly flora that grew so vigorously from 
its depths. They were flowers in the shape of lotuses, but their 
petals were the pure white wings of moths. They shivered at the 
slightest touch, shedding glowing scales which became a part 
of the shifting haze that filled the air. A close look at their seed-
pods revealed them to be full of insect eyes, their infinite facets 
gazing back. Disturbing thoughts gripped Acheron’s mind. Were 
human spirits trapped here in these tortured shapes? This place 
was no paradise. It was a stagnant end to eternal souls. 

The humming of his sword drew Acheron ever forward. The 
moth-lotus stalks grew taller, denser, and more twisted. He felt 
he was being watched, and he hoped that the watcher would do 
no more than that. Then a whisper found his ears.

We know the soul you seek ... 
The sound scraped at Acheron’s skull.
If you wish to be with him in eternity, drink deeply of our dark 

waters … and we will take you to him … 
The scraping became a stinging pain in Acheron’s mind and 

he lashed out with his blade, cutting through the shining fog 
and splitting the stalks of the nearby moth-lotuses. As the pain 
in his head abated, Acheron glanced around for any source of 
the whispered words. A figure stood ahead of him. A man. Bald 
and broad-shouldered, facing away, gazing upward. Acheron’s 
sword was still and silent, but he no longer needed guidance. 
The man was Actias. Acheron cried out but made no sound. His 
voice was swallowed up by the fog. He bounded toward Ac-
tias, moth-lotuses shaking as he passed, freeing their scales in 
wisps like the smoke of dying candles. Placing a hand on Actias’ 
shoulder he found it as cold as the dead air.

Actias’ neck cracked, his head twisting around to reveal a gap-
ing hole where his face should have been. The waters of the 
Black River gushed forth from the horrific cavity as his arms 
bent backward, snapping unnaturally to seize Acheron and drag 
him to the ground. Acheron struggled against the monstrous 
strength of this thing that had taken his lover’s shape. Some de-
mon of the Black River. Some mockery. Black sludge poured 
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