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Tasks Upon Tasks 
 

(Previously published at Fantastic Frontiers, August 2012) 

 

 

 

 "I am tasks upon tasks. It keeps me from the turmoil of my existence. I am so 

many, and in all these sacred places at once. It is only the work, the next labor, which 

keeps my mind from being torn asunder. You could not possibly know this pain." 

 Alain smirked. "Perhaps the pain of being mortal is equal in its way. That is 

something you cannot know." 

 The ghost recoiled. "Are you trying to hurt me? I walk the skies; no man's words 

can tear me down." 

 Alain felt behind him and sat down on the mossy rock. "I'm not trying to hurt you, 

ghost." Alain sighed, feeling the strange, smooth stone beneath him. "But is mortal life so 

far in your past that you cannot remember it has its own troubles and its own pains?" 

 "You assume I was once as you are now?" The ghost shimmered and danced. 

"How can you be sure of this?" 

 "I’m not sure," Alain said. 

 "Wait here," the ghost whispered. It splayed itself apart, a wide, soft light, then 

wrapped itself up tightly, and was gone, leaving a momentary grey spark hovering in the 

night air. 

 Elsewhere, in another wood, it appeared, as if fire through autumn fog. Before the 

ghost stood a tall, shapely woman of middle years. In her arms she held a whimpering 

child.   

 "I felt your suffering, and came at once," the ghost said. 
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 The woman began crying, though the redness of her eyes showed it was not the 

first time this night. "My son, he needs help. There is no doctor in our town, he went 

hunting and –" 

 "Enough," the ghost shouted. "You must be calm, mortal, or I will not know your 

trouble. Try again, but calmly." 

 The woman gathered herself and started again. "My son has a terrible affliction. A 

fever, a rash, intense pain. Our doctor went missing on a hunt a fortnight ago. I knew not 

where else to turn, Lady of the White Wood." 

 "Ah yes, that is my name here. I like this name." She smiled and the woman took 

a step back in horror. "Lay the child on the ground before me." 

 The woman hesitated for only a moment before placing her burden on the ground. 

The child no longer made noise. 

 "It is close to death," the ghost said. 

 The woman's tears came again, accompanied by a torrent of maddening sobs. 

 "I will return, leave the child where it lays," the ghost said, and was gone. 

 It appeared before Alain once more. He remained where he had been, sitting atop 

the mossy stone. 

 "Tasks upon tasks?" Alain said. 

 "Know you anything of children?" the ghost asked. 

 "I don't understand." 

 "Children? Their sicknesses?"  

 "I suppose a little, there are three in my own brood at home, but why do you ask 

me this?" 
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 "You are the only other this night," the ghost replied. 

 "I don't understand," Alain repeated. 

 The ghost's light surged in anger, then as quickly subsided. "Usually," the ghost 

began, "there are many who need my help. Tonight, there are only two." 

 "It sounds as if you speak through clenched teeth, Spirit of Shallak," Alain said, 

amused by this turn in the ghost's behavior. "What is bothering you so?" 

 The ghost did a strange pirouette, then settled closer to the ground. "There is a 

woman in a sacred place, a place where they treat me with more reverence. She has a sick 

child with a fever and a rash." 

 "So, help her," Alain said. "I came to you for a trifle compared to a sickly child. 

I'll wait." 

 The ghost flared again. "You don't understand." 

 "That’s what I've been saying." 

 "Quiet!  You must listen to me. I gather resources to perform tasks and tonight I 

have few. You must aid this child." 

 Alain stood up. "Look, I just want Marie to fall in love with me, okay? Ellory told 

me to come here, to this stone, and I could get the almighty Spirit of Shallak to grant me 

a charm. So if you can't help me, I'll be on my way." Alain turned to leave. 

 "Please," the ghost said. 

 Alain turned back, hearing the true emotion in the ghost's utterance. 

 "I need you, mortal. You must help this little boy." 

 Alain sat back down on the stone. "I'm surprised to hear such caring, spirit. Do 

you truly wish to save this child?" 
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 "Of course. It is all I do," the ghost said, its light becoming warmer. 

 "Go back and discover for me what rash the child has, tell me of its color and 

appearance." 

 The ghost nodded gracefully and in a whirl of light was gone. 

 Back at the wood, the woman was kneeling before the little boy, her hands 

clasped in silent prayer. She looked up, the ghost's light reflected in her glistening eyes. 

"Oh, Lady, thank the gods for your return. Where have you been?" 

 "I have many labors. I am so many and in all these sacred places at once. But 

enough of that, show me the child's marks." 

 The woman pulled back the little boy's blanket, exposing the rash. The ghost 

moved in close, examining the child. "Remain here," it said, and was gone again. 

 Alain now paced back and forth before the stone. The ghost appeared and began 

to tell Alain of the marks on the child's body. 

 "Also, the eyes are affected," the ghost said. "They are red and swollen shut." 

 Alain stopped pacing. "Where is this other place? Tell me, is it near a forest?" 

 "Why yes, yes, it is a forest! I mean to say, it's a wooded area, at the least," the 

ghost said, its light pulsing. 

 "There is a plant you must retrieve." 

 The ghost dimmed. "But I cannot. I cannot…touch the earth." 

 "Then the woman, the mother, send her into the woods. There is a plant she must 

find." 

 "Yes, good, tell me." 
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 Alain described the plant and sent the spirit away. Not long after, the ghost 

returned.   

 "I've told the woman of this remedy, but it is night, and she cannot find her way," 

the ghost said. 

 Alain smiled. "You gather resources, you say.  And you can't touch the earth.  So 

what is it you do?  Tasks, I know, but you link us, right? You go from one to another, all 

of us needing help, and you help us to help each other." 

 The ghost's light became the dimmest it had been. "Yes." 

 Alain laughed. "Are you ashamed of this, Ghost? You help people! All of this 

pretense, all of your arrogance, it has done nothing but blind you! You are light. Go and 

help this woman find her way in the dark!" 

 The ghost became bright once more and at its most vibrant, vanished in a flash of 

fiery embers. 

 Alain sat back on the rock, hoping for the child. 

 After a long time, Alain was awoken by the warm glow of the hovering spirit. He 

got to his feet, massaging his back where it had been pressed against the hard stone. The 

ghost stood before him, its light peaceful and resonant. 

 "The woman has made the remedy. You're sure this will aid the child?" 

 "I believe so. We've done all we can, haven't we?" 

 The ghost laughed, and it warmed Alain's heart to hear it. 

 "Yes," the ghost said. "I can say I have done all I can." 

 Alain smiled. "I suppose I should be on my way, then." 
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 "I was once like you, mortal," the ghost said. "I had forgotten what it was like 

to…be." 

 "We all forget, in our way. As I said, we all know our own pain," Alain said. 

 "Farewell then," the ghost said and its light burst forward brilliantly for a brief 

moment. "Oh!  I almost forgot. As for this young lady, this Marie, it is no secret what you 

must do. There is no charm for love but your own. Pick her fresh flowers, and be kind, 

and treat her with care. She will love you if it is meant to be." 

 Alain folded his arms and cocked his head. "The woman said these words?  The 

mother of the sick child?" 

 The ghost smiled. "Of course." 

 "Thank you, spirit," Alain said. 

 "Tasks upon tasks," the ghost whispered, and was gone. 

  

  


