
      The Psychopomp


      

      
      
         I do not remember the time of my beginning. It is something that I have found to have in common with all of my wards. They don’t remember their entry into their life either, or quite a number of their years after their birth unto life. I always considered this to be a tragedy. Mothers and fathers I have escorted have talked to me about their children while on our journey, describing to me their progeny’s first words, their first steps. To have these joyful years remembered only by one of the two parties involved rang with a foul din to my ears. It is how it has always been though. They cannot remember how it began and neither can I, but this is where the similarities end. For I can remember everything else.



I remember names and faces. I remember tales of woe, the glistening sparkle of tears in the sunlight and the moonlight as they raced for the ground. I remember crazed laughter, each enunciated bark of disbelief unique to my mind and ears. I remember the thud of knees hitting the ground, the stunned silence, the quiet acceptance. I remember them all. When everyone else forgets, I remember.



A small rock tumbles down the cliffside, approaching me rapidly, dislocated by a hastily placed heel. I lazily twirl aside, dodging it. The second rock that I didn’t notice, lost in thought as I was, comes my way and passes through me.It comes and goes, and I give it no regard anymore, but as I’ve already mentioned, I’ll always remember. Even this little event.



There was a hero once. Proud and tall, radiant in glory and confidence. Over the ages there had been supernatural powers assigned to him, but I knew him. I met him. There was nothing supernatural about him, except his unwavering conviction, his faith in himself. He accrued a list of amazing feats, but the one where we met was considered to be one of impossibility. He proved otherwise. Improbable for certain. Difficult beyond doubt. Not impossible though, not any longer, even if no one else had ever replicated his triumph again.



The wind pick ups. The cold becomes stronger, powerful, and is allowed to permeat my ragged robe. I jump further ahead, my arms and legs changing shape mid-air. The black fur protects me better than the previous black cloth, and the form stands better on the snow. I would have chosen a white coloring if it was my choice, but my ward needs to see me clearly. He needs to know I am always here. I abide by his choice.



There is nothing protecting him from the cold and the snow. He stands naked and shivering, exposed to the elements. The fierce wind blows his short hair wildly, and the snowflakes lash him, each one a burning kiss upon his skin. I feel the cold only as much as I choose, but he does not possess that option. He takes the full brunt of it for this is what he chose. He keeps walking, hoping perhaps for another change of the fickle environment, for the cold to turn back and retreat.



Only a minute ago he was traversing a barren mountain under the burning glare of the unforgiving sun. Perhaps he will be luckier in the next. Perhaps not. I cannot know. I can only guide.



The hero is fresh in my mind, having dragged him up from a well containing millennia of memories. I cannot help but impose his image over my current ward. I see the hero standing unbowed, a figure sculpted in muscle, graceful and powerful as if given form by a divine hand. He is wearing a beast’s skin, a weapon forged with metal and tested in battle at his side. He walked through the snow and it did not give him pause.



My ward bends double before the onslaught of nature. He stumbles and slips. Blood has started freezing on his unprotected skin. His limbs slowly darken, and his breathing is a labor like none he had ever known before. He picks himself up slowly, and I see on his eyelashes the snow crystals left by shedded tears.



I walked in front of the hero. I guided the way from the forefront, his steps echoing behind me. I held a lantern then. It was what was expected of me and the image pushed into my being. I accepted the form. I always do. I do not like to stagger them. I am the guide, and my job is easier when they are calm and collected, even if that is only because of a familiar form, no matter how terrifying or serene it is.



It is my ward that takes the front this time. He turns back to me and I can see his breath as he exhales. I watch it fascinated. He stammers as he talks. “H-how much fu-further?”



I cross my forwards paws as I lie down on the snow. My jaw lowers, revealing sharpened teeth, but a calm, collected voice comes out of my feline throat. “The road is long. Keep going straight.”



He turns back to his previous bearing, each step a visible torture. “It- it’s wh-what you al-always say.”



“The road is long,” I repeat. “You chose this path, and it is up to you to follow it. I can guide you back if you wish. The road is long.”



“N-no thanks.”



The change in language, in mannerisms, it is hard to believe, even if as I witnessed it. I remember the ancient times, the respect and fear. I remember the titles and the reverence as I was barely understood. They understand me only a little more than they used to, but how they changed. It is such a wonder.








“I seek to reach the destination of us all,” the hero says.



“Why do you hurry so?” I ask, genuinely perplexed. “You shall reach it in the fullness of time. You are strong and full of vigor. It is a long time yet before the mists unfold for you and I guide you through them. Why walk a traitorous shortcut?”



A candle of fragrance burns low and the hero’s eyes spot it. His hands are quick to reach for it and replace it with a fresh one. The spread before me is rich, the selection expensive and beautifully prepared. A meal to make the mouth water and the stomach ache with longing. I daintily reach over and caress the skin of a plum with a white finger. I bring it to my mouth, savoring the trace of taste. The finger travels over the drinks and selects a cup of water. I skim the surface briefly, and wet my tongue with a drop of it. The hero bows his head, thankful for my acceptance of his offerings.



“I do not plan to cut my time short, guide. I intend to walk the path and return.”



It was a boast I had heard often enough, but never exactly worded like this. Something did not fit the pattern. “While the thrum of life still pumps in your veins?” I inquire, making sure I understood correctly.



“Yes.” He kneels before me, the hero who would kneel to no king or god. “I need you to show me the way as you surely will one day, oh guide. Lead me there and back.”



“I can only guide,” I tell him. “It is you who will travel the road. It is not a road meant for you yet. You will not make it. It is impossible.”



“I wish to try, guide. If you would have me.”



I sigh. It seems to help them, it doesn’t hurt to try it for myself. “I am the guide. If you ask for me, I shall be there to show you the way.” I pick up my lantern and my staff. “We should be on our way. The road is long.”








“I want to go back,” my current ward said.



I stopped in my tracks and turned around to face him, gathering the hem of the tattered robe in my bony hand. “Your path is up ahead, not behind us. There is nothing behind.”



“That’s a fucking lie. Everything I had is back there,” he said. He did not look at me, preferring to stare at the ground. It is my visage, I know. In a strange way, this is his comfort.



“It is infinity that lies ahead. Behind lies the finite, and for you it has run its course.”



“Not all of it.” He looked at me finally, eyes burning with determination, anger and fear. “I’m going back, and you can’t stop me.”



I walked up to him, the grass dying and blackening around my feet. I did not love this form. Too much negativity associated with it, too many false ideas.



My ward growled at me like a trapped animal. A leg briefly stepped back before it snapped back forward, striking the ground in a show of strength. “Just try and stop me you bastard. You won’t stop me!” He screamed the last sentence, fear and anger mixing in equal parts.



“You are correct,” I told him. These three words were enough to stun him to silence. I pointed back the way we came with the farmer’s implement. Such a strange combination to assign to me. “There lies the path you seek. But it is one against your nature, and the road will try to stop you.”



“It will try,” he spat out with contempt.



“And it may yet succeed. It is hard, but not impossible, and you shall have but a brief moment.”



“It’s all I need.”



“You have chosen your path, and I shall guide you. You should start walking. The road is long.”








I feel proud for my ward. I feel proud for all my wards, but now I burst with emotion I cannot show. Mere weather and hard paths did not deter him. The road has changed, getting harder, getting longer.



He still walks.



Dust and sand whirls around us. It is not a subtle dance, but a fierce storm. Grains of rock and tiny particles of glass are mixed within. I spread a thousand wings and fly over my ward, unaffected by the road’s challenge.



The hero came this way. He was clothed in past victories and memories of the dead, and escaped the sandstorm virtually unscathed. Head bowed low, protected amidst his prizes, weapon held in front to shield him from the worst. The hero was not one to retreat before such a challenge.



My ward has no lion skin to protect his own. He is nude and his only option is the same one when facing the heat and cold. He can only endure. He has a destination in mind, and he has a goal. His skin flakes off and flies in the wind, fat musculature and veins are slowly, viciously, revealed.



I see the tendons of his right hand glisten in flowing blood. The palm of his right hand and his lips are safe, each protecting the other from the worst. He tried to protect his eyes the same way, but he needed to see the path. As long as he had eyes to see there were limits to how much I could do.



The eyes are gone now. I only see empty ruins filled with sand, over a tortured grimace. I caw with five hundred beaks, pointing the way. He stumbles on skinless legs, continuing his journey. My pride is almost unbearable to hold in silence. He carries on. I am proud, and I guide him further on the long road.







The landscape is as beautiful as it is terrifying. I am divided on whether I should wish my ward had his eyes or not. Everything shines and everything glimmers. The light reflects and refracts, a million rainbows and spectrums of color project around us, over us. A polygonal artistry, a mimicry of nature that the greatest glassblowers would dream of and weep for.



The road is getting longer.



The hero wielded iron and might to traverse this part of the road. His feet protected by the same deeds that protected his torso, he made his way like a god of war, an engine of destruction. He ended beauty and made progress. The road could not hold him back.



My ward. My poor ward. I would weep for him if I could. I cannot. He feels the bones of my hand as it clutches his torn shoulder, as soft a touch as bone is able. He can hear the swirl of the tattered black robes, and my raspy voice, filled with cobwebs as I speak into his ear.



“The road is long, but you are getting near. This could prove to be too much. We can go back. Infinity waits for you.”



“I- I kn-know,” he stammers, lost in a haze of pain. “B-but fin-finite can o-only w-wait so much.” He takes a step forward.



His naked leg is sliced and he falls down screaming. The road cuts him more, shredding him with the slightest movement. He manages to control the thrashing after a while, learning that movement equals pain. He has managed to safeguard his lips and his palm, the same way he did before. I hope for his sake that he manages to continue keeping them safe for I know no other part of his body will escape the coming torment if he continues.



He whispers, fear untold in his voice. He knows the answer, but he asks nevertheless. “Ho-how much fur-further? How l-long is this p-part?”



“The road is long.”



“I- I can d-do it.”



“If you believe so then I will guide you. The path lies ahead as you face. You should get going.”



He does. Most of our journey was quiet. It is now filled with sound. It echoes with the sound of razors slicing flesh, and the splattering of blood upon glass. Cries of pain and agory roar around us, reflected back by canyons and cliffs of glass and crystal. 



The colors change in the narrow strip of land we cross. The rainbows become a solid haze of crimson red. A sea of wonder surrounding a line of torture. My ward walks, crawls, and drags himself. I walk right beside him, the road slipping harmlessly against my frame, unable to harm the form given to me, even if I allowed it to. 



He screams, begs, and curses me, but he doesn’t stop to tread the path, not even for a moment. I wish I could carry him. I wish I could bear him upon my back and spare him the pain. I wish I could offer some kind of comfort apart from the only one I was allowed to. I wish I could be kind.



“You are going the right way. Keep moving. The road is long.”








“What is this?” the hero asks. “Where have you taken me?”



“Where you asked me to,” I answer.



Before us lies a door. It is dark, and a storm rages within the steel it is made of. There are no walls or columns supporting it. It lies alone in the middle of a field of roses, leading nowhere and everywhere. It is the door, every door. It is the road that leads to the destination.



“And if I go through it? If I open it?”



“You will find infinity.”



“Where do we go after this door?”



“Nowhere,” I answer. “Everywhere. I cannot guide you any further. This is as far as I can take you. The rest is up to you.”



The hero walks around the door, examining it. His gaze is critical, seeking to relieve the door of its mysteries. There is no need for that. There are no mysteries to the door. It is, it opens, and it leads to somewhere else. It is a door. No more, no less. It is simple and it is infinite.



“Has anyone else reached this far while still sipping from the wine of life?”



“None.” I lean upon the staff. “You are the first, and you might be the last.”








“Where are we?”



I turn my ward to his right, even though he has no eyes to see. I describe the scene to him. A road on a dark night, skid marks of tires that tried to break too late. A small piece of metal that was failed to be collected. A single yellow tape reading “Police Line - Do Not Cross” that flaps in the night breeze.



“So close,” he whispers. He does not speak to me, I know. “We aren't’ far at all, are we?”



“No. We’re almost there.”








“Do you know what lies beyond the door, guide?” the hero asks, touching the surface of the subject of his examination.



“Infinity.”



“But what does that mean?”



“Everything.”



The hero pulls back. He looks back the way he came. He deflates briefly, but his confidence returns. He smiles at me, his chest rising up in pride.



“I have done the impossible. There is no question of it. I don’t need to take it all in one go. I have more tasks to complete before I tackle this one, don’t you agree?”



I stay silent. I cannot guide him in this.



“I’ll go back now. I’ll go back. That’s- that’s the right decision.”








My ward stands before the door. It is made of wood, and it is frail. A piece of paper marks the door, naming the owner of the room before it in crayon colors. My ward cannot see it, but stands before it trembling nevertheless, his courage wavering.



“The door is in front of you. You may open it.”



“In there? That’s where…”



“This is the destination you were seeking. I have guided you here.”



“But- but what do I do? What do I… I- I don’t know.”



I stay silent. I cannot guide him in this.



He takes the knob in his untarnished palm, his hand reaching unerringly for it, guided by muscle memory, not sight. The door makes no sound as it opens. My ward walks inside, leaving bloody footprints behind him.



There, on a small bed, finite lies sleeping. A gentle snoring guides my ward, and he walks towards it. He sits on the edge of the bed.



His fingers reach for the source of the noise. They find the small nose, and touch the soft cheeks. He feels the moisture still on them and chokes back a sob. He leans forward and kisses the small forehead, while his palm caresses the top of the head.



I step next to my ward. He has reached his destination. The road holds no sway over him now. My hand touches him briefly and I restore to him what the road took. He sees with new eyes that are his old ones. He lays down on the bed and hugs the small figure.



“Hey, princess,” he whispers in the tiny ear. “I’m home. Happy birthday.”



His time is up. The road calls. “We must go. The road is long and infinity awaits.”



He rises, but leans back down for one last kiss. “Daddy will always love you princess. Never forget that,” he whispers into the ear of the finite. The road calls. We obey.







I cannot remember my beginning. My earlier memory is guiding one of my wards on the road, already old when I was young. I remember the hero, the sole breathing mortal to gaze upon the door to infinity. I remember him as I remember everyone. I remember his pride, I remember his drive. His wish to reach infinity and be known, remembered forever.



I remember my ward. He walked the road, unheeding of the pain to reach the finite. Driven by the sole desire to say a goodbye that would not be remembered, aside from the briefest moments, a small comfort that would arise from the deepest recesses of a memory made when death and love stood over a bed.



I remember the hero who dared the road for the sake of a glimpse of infinity.



But I mostly remember my ward who dared the road for one last glimpse of the finite. I remember all of them, in all their numbers, their thousands upon thousands. So many heroes that braved the road. A torrent of souls, each of them unique and valorous. A miracle of faith and love that had been repeated so many times down the ages, their achievement untarnished by the weight of their numbers, only shining brighter, reaching higher.



I guided them all. 



I remember them all.
      

      
   