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The problem with death, Sarah Kincaide reflected, was that it was not as final as it should have been. The person you loved was gone, but a vestige remained behind, in some vague and indefinable way, like the afterimage of a strong light dancing behind closed eyes. Death was a messy collector; it didn’t take all of a person’s soul into the Void clean and clear; rather, it left behind a hole where that person used to be, like a wound in the skin of reality that never completely healed, leaving a permanent scar as a reminder. Or, perhaps, it was more like an old painting that kept bleeding through no matter how many coats of white gesso one slathered over the canvas. You couldn’t hug or ask that empty space for advice, but you always knew someone was supposed to be there. 

But then, it was possible that Death did swallow all of a person’s essence when the heart stopped beating, the lungs ceased bellowing air, and the body’s heat dissipated like a stove switched off after dinner. Maybe it was only the human mind - unable to cope with the relatively simple idea that a person just wasn’t there anymore - that created the presence of the deceased as a bizarre defense mechanism. The mind did that occasionally, playing cruel tricks to make you believe in things that didn’t exist, like UFOs or true love. Sometimes it caused you to hold on to even more ridiculous ideas, like that all people are good inside or that justice prevails. The human capacity for self-deception knew no bounds, and Sarah was no exception; she saw reality as a series of paintings, moments captured in still life; some were brilliant emotional explosions of color and depth, others simple pencil drawings, flat and two-dimensional. She almost always saw herself in those portraits, as if she were merely an observer of Sarah Kincaide’s life, a scribe floating behind a young woman as she made her way in the world, recording select scenes with pencil and brush. 

Ten years ago, during the autumn leading up to her 17th birthday, Sarah had lost all illusions about how good always triumphed over evil when her father murdered her mother and then committed suicide. A much younger Sarah had believed every story had a happy ending, but the grown-up version knew the hero didn’t always diffuse the bomb before it went off, and the universe at large didn’t care one way or the other and wasn’t about to interfere. Sad but true; no matter how remorseful he may have felt afterward, no karmic law had prevented Corey Parker from turning his expensive, ivory-handled pistol towards his wife, Gabrielle, and pulling the trigger. Whether by accident or design, evil could pretty much do what it wanted, leaving Death’s little empty spaces in its wake. Sarah hadn’t been there, but she could see that moment as surely as if she’d been standing behind them snapping photographs: her father in the foreground, back turned to the viewer, hand, and pistol large in the frame. In the background, Gabrielle stood, leaning on her cane, face sad but resolute; she would never give her killer the satisfaction of tears, of begging for her life. It was only a still frame, but Sarah could see a small amount of pity on her mother’s face; she looked at her ex-husband as if to say I always knew you’d take the coward’s way out. 

Sarah swatted away those gloomy thoughts as if they were a persistent fly. The sight of Cavalry Cemetery always brought her dark side bubbling to the surface, the one her well-meaning therapist had tried to prescribe anti-depressants to keep at bay. Sarah wasn’t a pill popper – even if those pills were legal – and preferred to deal with her problems the old-fashioned way: ignore them. She didn’t remember a thing about that terrible autumn and wanted to keep it that way. Perhaps sensing that Corey had turned dangerous, Gabrielle had sent her children to stay with a relative. From the moment Sarah and her brother had boarded a plane to Colorado Springs until the day she found herself on a return flight after receiving the news that her parents were gone, everything in between was a series of black still shots as if taken during an extremely thick fog at midnight. Usually, her method of ignoring those dark spots worked, but as she stood in front of the big, rusted black wrought iron gates that led to her mother’s final resting place - her brother Charles Parker next to her - a small nagging voice brought a slight tickle to her mind, saying there was something in that empty space of memory; something important if only the fog would clear and expose her to the missing piece of her life. Sarah firmly pushed that voice into the oily recesses of her mind, into the land of forgotten TV commercial jingles and old telephone numbers. A monster was waiting in that forgotten fall, and Sarah wasn’t about to let it run loose in her consciousness. 

The Martin family plot - Gabrielle’s family - was located in what had to be the loneliest cemetery on Earth, which perfectly suited Sarah’s current mood. Adair, Oklahoma itself wasn’t exactly known for its picturesque scenery, and Cavalry was on the outskirts, surrounded by flat, dusty earth, burnt red dirt, and sparse patches of yellowing grass. They even had to take a winding dirt road - composed of bumps and potholes large enough to lose a car in if you didn’t swerve at the right moment - to get here. But generations of Martins were buried in this earth, and Gabrielle’s last wish was to have her ashes interred with her mother’s family. 

Sarah hated cemeteries. The idea of being shut in a tiny, cramped box and then buried in the earth gave her the creeps. Even though Gabrielle had been cremated, Sarah couldn’t help but think her mother’s soul might rest easier if her remains were on a windowsill somewhere with a nice view of the trees. Cemeteries were like some weird, horizontal prison for the dead. A flash in her mind’s eye, a picture of herself reeling back dramatically as a rotted hand sprouted from the ground and made a grab for her boot, sliced across her vision like the cover of an old issue of Tales from the Crypt. Her imagination ran wild when her emotions kicked into high gear. She didn’t show it - she could turn to stone when she wanted to - but that didn’t stop goofy fantasies from appearing willy-nilly. She’d seen way too many zombie movies as a kid. 

A cold wind slapped her in the back as if to say get on with it. With no trees or buildings to slow the momentum of the sudden gust, Sarah nearly pitched forward. She smoothly turned the stumble into a walk, pushing on the gate with a gloved hand. It creaked and moaned, moving slowly as if the weight of the dead were pressed against it from the other side, trying to keep her out. Finally, a space big enough to admit two presented itself, and Gabrielle’s mourners entered the nicely laid out and plotted land of the dead. 

Sarah led, and Charles followed like the day following night. They both sported trench coats, hers black, his beige; his hair sunny and clipped short, hers dark and free-flowing. He was several inches taller than she and thin as a whip. Sarah wasn’t overweight, but she tended towards thickness and was voluptuous in the way women were in old movies from the ’20s and ’30s. She was as beautiful as a soft, airbrushed model, whereas Charles was so plain he blended into the crowd. He now had a Ph.D. and a high-paying job; she was still trying to find something that didn’t bore her to tears within a few weeks. He probably showered in a raincoat; she paid her bills as an exotic dancer. 

The only thing that connected them as siblings was their bright, blue eyes, so light they almost disappeared into the whites like a patch of sky peeking through the clouds. They were Gabrielle’s eyes; were it not for the luminous robin’s egg orbs, Charles could have been a carbon copy of his father, just as Sarah was a clone of Gabrielle. He’d never admit it, but Sarah knew the resemblance bothered him. Lately, he’d grown a rusty beard to distance himself from the man who’d sired him. Corey Parker had believed that facial hair created a glass ceiling in the corporate world; only clean-cut and clean-shaven men ascended to the highest levels of success in his work-obsessed viewpoint. Sarah empathized with Charles’s pain. When she looked in the mirror, she saw warm echoes of the woman who’d loved them and had paid the ultimate price for them. Charles’s reflection revealed a connection to the man who’d performed the ultimate act of betrayal by murdering someone he’d vowed to love and protect.

Their feet crunched on cold grass as they walked in silence. The cemetery was only a half-mile across and almost perfectly square. It wasn’t quite full yet; a patch remained empty in the northeast quadrant, but Sarah estimated that only about five more Martins could fit in here before they had to either change cemeteries or move the fence back. That dilemma should inspire a lively debate at a future town hall meeting. 

Most of the graves had small, flat, simple stone markers etched with the person’s name and date of death. Gabrielle’s, in the northwest corner, was one of the few with a stand-up headstone, making it easy to spot. They picked their way through the closely laid plots, sometimes on tiptoes, attempting to avoid walking over someone’s grave, as the cemetery itself did not feature any pathways. Gabrielle’s was small compared to the neighboring plots; she only had a small urn of ashes in it, after all. Neither Sarah nor Charles carried flowers. In life, Gabrielle had been deathly allergic to all plant life, and it seemed disrespectful to put something on her grave that could have caused her to break out in hives. 

They arrived at the little plot and stood in their customary spots: her on the right, him on the left. The grave hadn’t changed in ten years - perhaps the stone was a little more worn on the edges, the words a little harder to read - but for Sarah, this could still be the day she had stood in front of it for the first time, her face hard and expressionless, and her chest heavy with emotions she couldn’t or wouldn’t express. She hadn’t cried then, and she didn’t cry now. Charles had blubbered like an idiot then, and she could see out of the corner of her eye that he was gearing up for his annual repeat performance: lower lip quivering uncontrollably, eyes wet with big tears that would fall like cannonballs when finally freed, face slack as if the weight of his pain was pulling his skin to the ground. That was okay; she stayed strong for both of them. She always had. 

They stood, each alone with their thoughts. They rarely talked during these annual visits. This was a time for reflection and introspection. They were a month early this year. They usually made the journey from Kansas City to Adair on October 31st, the actual day Gabrielle had died, but Charles had requested they go early this year; he’d somehow landed the position of head curator of a freshly built museum and had a million things to do before their November 1st opening. Skipping the trip was unthinkable, so here they were at the first of the month instead of the last. 

Their mother’s headstone was a gray, concrete rectangle with a Celtic cross on it, the second to grace her plot. The cemetery keepers had screwed up the first one and had engraved it to read Gabrielle Parker, her former married name. Sarah had thrown a fit and insisted they re-do it to read “Gabrielle Kincaide” to reflect the man she had truly considered her soul mate rather than the bastard who’d betrayed her. Daemon Kincaide, twenty years her junior, had loved Gabrielle with a passion that Sarah would have said didn’t happen if she hadn’t witnessed it. If such a thing as soul mates truly existed, Gabrielle and Daemon would be it; however, they would be brief in their actual time together. They had only been together a few weeks when Corey visited them, following them across the ocean to Scotland. His actions were curious; no one believed that Corey had been heartbroken. Sarah’s parents had slept in separate bedrooms since shortly after Charles’s birth, ever since Gabrielle had discovered a brand new pack of Trojan condoms in Corey’s sock drawer, something he shouldn’t have needed since Gabrielle was allergic to the latex and besides, had undergone a hysterectomy a year prior. Theirs had dissolved into a marriage of convenience, held together only by a mutual agreement not to subject their children to the emotional tug-of-war that divorce wrought. Corey eventually had a change of heart and tried his damnedest to turn Gabrielle into vapor, attempting to force a divorce settlement that awarded him the house, money, and kids and left Gabrielle with nothing but the clothes on her back. To his chagrin, he’d discovered that Gabrielle – despite her compassionate demeanor – had the soul of a fighter and refused to ride off quietly into the sunset. He desired money and assets above all else; she only cared about gaining custody of her children, something he wanted only for the tax break they provided. 

Sarah didn’t know the full details. She’d spent much of her time with friends, avoiding the field of battle like an innocent third-world nation squeezed between two feuding superpowers. Charles, too young to flee, had stayed in the solitary confinement of his room, where computer-generated wizards and warriors were his only companions. He’d developed some strange quirks – diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder by a shrink Corey had grudgingly paid for – and Gabrielle had been homeschooling him the year before she died. Charles had grown terrified of the dark, claiming to see a shadowy figure when the lights went out. It wasn’t that the specter in and of itself was threatening; Charles admitted he did not feel in any danger, but rather, it was a harbinger of terrible things to come, a clear warning that things were sliding out of control. 

Maybe he’d been right. The final stamp, Gabrielle moving out and her subsequent whirlwind romance with Daemon Kincaide, the final tearful goodbye at Kansas City International Airport, Daemon and Gabrielle heading east over the sea, Sarah and Charles going west to Colorado, the shocked return flight; all of these were quick scenes in Sarah’s mind, impressionistic sketches with small dabs of color, simple lines representing blurry backgrounds that went completely black in the unremembered period, before becoming clearer and more detailed as her memory headed towards the present. 

Initially, Sarah and Charles had been diagnosed as having repressed memories. However, the psychiatrists were at somewhat of a loss when confronted with how it had happened, considering neither children witnessed the traumatic event nor suffered any injuries to explain the missing time. Somehow, despite all the unanswered questions that begged official investigation, no queries were made, and everything settled down as if a murder-suicide that resulted in the repressed memories of two people on the other side of the globe were ordinary, commonplace events that weren’t worthy of notice. 

After the whole distasteful mess had died down, Daemon Kincaide took both Parker children in. He’d offered adoption, and Sarah had taken it. Charles had opted for being a ward. It’s not Gramma’s fault that Dad went nuts; he’d said she’d be crushed if I turned my back on her side of the family. Sarah respected his decision; he’d always been close to Granny Parker. Sarah, like her mother, wasn’t popular with the Parkers because she didn’t believe that a woman’s place was necessarily in the kitchen with a frying pan in one hand and a child sucking a teat in the other. 

“Do you ever wonder why it happened?” Charles said. 

Sarah jumped. They seldom, if ever, spoke during their sojourn to Gabrielle’s final resting place. Charles was usually sullen for a long while afterward; he’d been closer to their Mother than Sarah the year before she’d died, and for him to speak now was an unprecedented event. 

“Only every minute of every day,” Sarah said. 

“I saw him again. A few nights ago.”

Sarah didn’t need to ask who. “Really?”

“Something terrible is about to happen,” Charles sounded sad and resolute, resigned, like a death row inmate in the final hours before being led to the last chair he’d ever sit in. 

“Maybe. Maybe not. Perhaps your memory’s starting to come back,” She was struck with the wild urge to tell Charles that she, too, had started experiencing short flashes from that time. Nothing clear, just blurry snapshots that came and went so quickly. Sarah had herself half-convinced they were merely flights of imagination. The urge passed. Charles was already misinterpreting his flashbacks—no sense adding fuel to the fire.

“No,” said Charles firmly. “Our past is catching up with us, Sarah, but not like that. We have unfinished business, you and I.”

“What do you mean?”

Charles turned from Gabrielle’s grave, another first, and looked down into Sarah’s eyes, his features a cracked mask of calm barely concealing a face on the verge of panic. Sarah shuddered; she had seen that same look on his face the day they’d been told of the murder/suicide. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I want to know. For a long time, I had myself convinced that those ‘dark figure’ hallucinations were just my subconsciousness’s way of dealing with the tension at home. That somehow, deep down, I knew that Dad wasn’t just being his usual asinine self, that he was sliding into madness.”

“That’s possible,” Sarah agreed.

Charles shook his head, “That’s crap. Those are the things you tell yourself so you don’t run around screaming all the time. The truth… the truth is that something inhuman forced itself into our lives: you, me, Mom, Dad, Daemon, all of us. And now it’s back. Last time, it removed two players from the quintet. I wonder who will get axed this time?”

“Stop it, Charles; you’re starting to scare me.”

“Not nearly enough, I think, for what’s coming.” 

“I said stop it!” Sarah had had enough, “This is exactly what Dr. D’Annunzio said might happen. Do you remember that?”

Charles looked away. Sarah continued to stare at him until he finally nodded. 

“He said amnesiacs sometimes remember the feelings before the memories return, that they can fool you into believing you’re re-living the event,” Charles admitted.

“He also said you can’t stop it from happening, and you can’t fight it. Some people never recover their memories, and others remember them all at once. You have to stay grounded in your daily life and not let it overwhelm you.”

Charles nodded again and turned back towards the grave. 

They lapsed into silence. Finally, in an almost syncopated move, they turned and started walking back towards Charles’s vehicle, a newer model SUV. Like every vehicle he had ever owned, it was the color of bone. They got in. It wasn’t until both doors had slammed shut, and they were enveloped in the vehicle's sound-proof quiet, that Sarah realized just how loudly the wind had been blowing outside. 

“Are we still on for dinner Tuesday?” Charles asked

“Oh crap, I forgot, I‘m working that night,” Sarah said as she buckled her seat belt. 

“Where?”

“I’m dancing at the Rattlesnake.”

“I thought you gave that up.” 

“I mostly just gave up nude modeling. Hard to keep making money at that unless you go into porn.”

Charles grunted, cheeks turning a rosy red. 

“Be very careful, Sarah,” Charles said, a note of genuine concern in his voice.

“What could possibly happen? I’m just dancing. I’ve done it a million times. Besides, since Daemon had to close down Asmodeus Books, I don’t have a steady gig anymore.”

Asmodeus Books was the store Gabrielle worked at when she met Daemon. Her taking that little part-time job had sparked a rift between her and her husband that had ended in violence. Corey Parker had not liked independent moves on his wife’s part. Working at Asmodeus gave Sarah a sense of closeness to her mother as if she were continuing that one act of rebellion in defiance of everything Corey wanted from his family. But there just wasn’t enough demand for paper books anymore. Daemon eventually made the hard decision to close the store rather than keep losing money. For Sarah, it was more than just the loss of income - Daemon would give her money if she asked - it was like the last tie to her mother had come unraveled and set her adrift. 

Last she heard, the landowner had sold the entire plot—including the surrounding empty stores—to a developer. Soon, a Lowe’s or a Home Depot would occupy that spot. The world moved on while Sarah stayed still, pulled along by the currents of time but taking no active role. She didn’t know what her role would be even if she had the mind to take charge of her life. 

“I don’t know. I still have a bad feeling.” 

“It’s nice to know you still care,” Sarah said, trying to keep her tone light. She didn’t want Charles’ earlier melancholy to return. 

“Of course, I care. I love you. You’re all I have left.”

Sarah stiffened, unsure what to make of Charles’s sudden emotional outburst. Being aloof and emotionally detached was one of the few things they’d shared all these years. “I…love you too, Charles,” Sarah realized that was probably the first time the two of them had exchanged that sentiment without their Mother prodding them along. That thought gave her heart a sharp poke, but in her mind’s eye, Sarah thought she could see her Mother smiling as the wall that had always existed between her first and second-born finally came down. 

“Funny,” Charles said, oblivious to Sarah’s revere. “Your life revolves around sex, mine around death—the beginning of life and the end. You’re Alpha, and I’m Omega. Eros and Thanatos.”

Sarah tried to give him a reassuring smile, but something in his words had chilled her to the bone. Charles had kept his nose buried in ancient history books ever since the murder. Gabrielle, too, had loved history. The two of them had spent family vacations in museums. Sarah was more like her father, for once, in that she was only interested in the present. The past and the future could go to hell for all she cared. “Stop being so melancholy,” She told him. “I don’t know what will happen, but we’ll get through it together. Do you understand me?”

Charles glanced back at his mother’s grave before meeting Sarah’s eyes. “We all face our demons alone, Sarah. All of us.”

Sarah had no response to that.




The music played, and Sarah danced. More accurately, the music crackled too loudly through oversized speakers swinging from the ceiling, and Sarah bounced around in time to a drumbeat that sounded more like a small child beating a spoon on a trash can lid than a half-million-dollar recording of a drumstick hitting a snare. Sarah, for her part, didn’t mind too much. She wasn’t one of those obsessive audiophiles who could only listen to a song if it was played on an expensive sound system with a one-hundred-band equalizer minutely tuned to bring out every nuance of the music. Still, she did like the song to be recognizable. The music – and the feeling that went with it – was inside her, filling her mind with soft brush strokes rising and falling in colorful waves of red and blue. Unfortunately, strip club DJs pushed everything to the maximum, rendering the delicate recordings into high-volume, unintelligible mush. She could have been dancing to a vintage KISS song, the Twilight Killers, or four musicians striking their instruments at random for all the clarity she was getting right now. 

She was dancing at The Rattlesnake, two glittering stories of sin and decadence or at least the illusion of such. The City Council was very particular about how much decadence local citizens could experience first-hand, which amounted to very little. The first floor housed the strip club, and the second - accessible by an escalator from the main lobby - sported the largest selection of adult videos for sale or rent in the city. The owner, Paige Garvey, had attempted to make the place resemble a modern shopping mall rather than the usual low-brow smut shops that littered the Mid-west, with their hand-made racks and names in Christmas lights. The Rattlesnake was made of steel, glass, and polished concrete tiles. Years ago, before Garvey had taken over, the club had been called the Rattlesnake Shake and had been a garish place the locals usually referred to as “that titty bar over on Broadway.” Fights were a nightly occurrence, prostitution rampant, drug deals, and the obligatory police raids that followed them were so commonplace they stopped being mentioned on the news. A gang shootout that ended in six dead and ten wounded finally forced the city to shut the place down. 

Using hitherto unknown resources, Paige Garvey stepped in, tore down the old crumbling brick-and-mortar building, and rebuilt it from the ground up. The parking lot was well-lit; armed guards watched the doors, and hidden cameras littered the grounds, inside and out. Paige ran a polite gentlemen’s club for discriminating adults and had been known to expel customers for using excessively vulgar language. Drug deals and prostitution were a thing of the past. 

The club was medium-sized, with a single, long stage sporting a pole at each end and a dozen tables facing it on the main floor. A thirty-foot-long bench along the far back wall lined with red cushions gave the dancers a semi-comfortable place to perform lap dances on the patrons. Only two couples currently occupied the area; a pretty blonde with a Spider-Man tattoo on her left shoulder writhed sensually on the lap of a plump man in a navy suit that looked to have been purchased, judging by the ill-fit, off a department store clearance rack. He reached up every few seconds to smooth out the sparse locks of his comb-over, which were being jiggled out of place by the young woman, who paid him little attention. At the other end, a raven pixie cut sat chatting with a black man with long dreadlocks and a warm laugh that could be heard over the music. 

The tables were mostly empty tonight, which was hardly surprising considering it was Tuesday. Most men seemed to prefer their erotic entertainment on the weekends. A half dozen customers, each occupying a single table, stared glassy-eyed at Sarah as she performed; only one waitress, Andy Strauss, was on duty that night. She sat near the bar - if that term applied to a counter that only sold juice and coffee – thumbing idly through a Sociology textbook, occasionally pausing to scribble something on an open notepad beside her. Every once in a while, she’d raise a single bloodshot eye from her studies to see if anyone was signaling for a refill. 

Sarah danced, trying hard to relax into a trance state, almost but not quite achieving the blank state of mind necessary to shift her brain waves to a different level of vibration. She’d worked damn hard at moving mediation exercises - some based on Tai Chi, some Daemon’s own original - ever since her enigmatic adopted father had first shown them to her, not being much of one for sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed for hours at a time, which was the usual method prescribed for achieving transcendence. But pouring bio-energy, chi as Daemon sometimes called it, through her muscles using relaxed movements came almost freakishly natural to her. Unfortunately, the process sometimes opened her up to hearing other people’s thoughts, which could be fairly distasteful in a strip club. She tried to block the insectile fragments from scurrying across her consciousness but only succeeded in kicking them down to brief snatches: 


…Showyourpussyshowyourpussyohdeargodpleasemakehershowherpussy…


…if I can just get the money back before Monday, no one will notice… 


…If that fucker doesn’t show up with my shit soon, I’m gonna puke all over this goddamned place…


…She’s beautiful. I wonder if she has a Facebook page…


Sarah closed her eyes, but it was too late; she’d already identified the owner of each mental ‘voice.’ Daemon had spent many years training her to be aware of her surroundings at all times, and she’d made the unhappy discovery that this wasn’t a skill she could necessarily turn on and off like a faucet. A slide show of still photos drifted across her mind’s eye, attached to each stray thought like a helium balloon. Show Your Pussy guy, a sweaty beanpole rubbing his hands back and forth on his slacks so quickly he appeared to be vibrating, stared at Sarah as if trying to memorize every square inch of her body. He looked fairly young, and Sarah had a second vision pop-up of his high school graduation picture – voted most likely to end up shooting his wad all over the bathroom stall in a strip club. She snorted laughter and made a mental note to keep her g-string on for the remainder of the evening. She wasn’t required to go fully nude, and she liked the waitress, Andy, whose duties included cleaning the bathroom at the end of the night; Sarah sought to spare Andy the indignity of having to mop up some loser’s baby batter if at all possible. 

The remainder of the snapshots pretty much conformed to expectations; the embezzler was bald, mid-fifties, and wore a faded green golf shirt and wrinkled khaki pants; the junkie sported a dirty white t-shirt yellowing near the armpits from sweat, clutched his coffee as if it were the only thing anchoring him to his seat; Facebook guy was a street poet/beatnik type with a small line of facial hair running vertically on his chin and a black beret over wide-rimmed glasses. 

Not exactly the kind of audience a girl hoped for when she took up the profession of erotic dance, but as far as Sarah was concerned, they were, for the most part, irrelevant. She wasn’t dancing for their pleasure – whatever their thoughts on the subject – they were here merely as witnesses to her transformation, her crossing. This wasn’t a place where women shook their tits for a living, for the perverse entertainment of men who only viewed the feminine in terms of busts lines and orifices. No, in Sarah Kincaide’s mind, this was a holy place, a temple devoted to the goddesses of the ancient world, as much sacred ground as any church or synagogue. 

During one of her brief forays into higher education – at a local community college in Kansas City where she could pay by the class instead of being locked into a whole year - Sarah enrolled in a Comparative Mythology class. The instructor was a very pro-feminist hippie who lectured in her sandals and spent a great deal of class time discussing the role of goddesses, why holy men traditionally feared them, and their roles in religious ceremonies either limited or excluded altogether. Shortly after getting an A on a research paper discussing the sacred sexuality of the goddess, Sarah decided to audition to be a dancer at the Rattlesnake and, to her surprise, won the job. The loud rock music that had blasted from the Rattlesnake’s house P.A. had penetrated her, filling her body with blue-white electricity; the music opened her up, tearing down her calm, aloof demeanor and allowing her to pull out all the stops, as the repressed feelings inside her came roaring to the surface. The mousy college student had vanished in an existential puff of smoke, and, like Wonder Woman emerging from the repressed shell of Diana Prince, a very different Sarah went home that night, one that carried a powerful secret lodged deep in her heart.

Sarah had always been attracted to the dark side, but after her mother’s death, she’d tried to change, to mold herself into society’s expectations of a woman in the male-dominated business world, but she’d quickly grown weary of being a shy bookworm with her hair tied back and a closet full of conservative suits. She’d worked as a secretary in an office while going to school but couldn’t quite catch the rhythm of the working world. Sarah wasn’t passive enough to be content as a secretary but lacked the ruthlessness a woman needed to blast her male competition out of the way. She didn’t want to sit around reading about goddesses on her lunch break; she wanted to be one, to follow earnestly in their footsteps, to rediscover their lost wisdom. The goddesses of ancient times were not the bland, meek, virgin women exalted by the modern Abrahamic faiths; women whose sole purpose in life was to give birth to male kings and prophets, to stay imprisoned at home while the men went out into the world and performed great deeds. No, the goddesses of Sumer, Babylon, and India were wild and free, lovers as well as warriors, wise and sensual, embodying the full range of emotions from fiery passions to dark hates. Sarah saw brief flashes of a different way of life, free from the guilt-ridden constraints of modern religious faiths. Her life was not about cooking, cleaning, and raising babies; deep down inside, she longed to be Diana, the huntress; Athena, the warrior; and Inanna, Queen of Heaven. 

Sarah had never shared her fantasies with anyone; she didn’t see the point. Most of the men who frequented strip clubs had little appreciation for Goddesses, magick, or spirituality: they were tired, middle-aged businessmen with stale marriages or red-faced kids barely old enough to get in the door. Sarah usually preferred the younger boy’s bashful stammering to the barely veiled desperation of the older men, pretending to joke, always playing the gentleman, but Sarah saw the hungry need in their eyes, the clinging hope that one of the girls might take them up on their offers. Such men were easy marks for the more predatory dancers out there; the lure of sensual pleasures – always just slightly out of reach – was a powerful hook that loosened wallets. Law of the jungle, gentlemen. Humans are just talking animals; if you’re not a predator, you’re prey. Don’t get upset; that’s just the way the world works. 

Pathetic; they were here for flesh, not spirituality. Why did it always have to be one or the other? Why not a religion that combined the two? People were lost, and she could see that quickly enough; like sleepwalkers, their bodies moved, but their minds were always elsewhere, daydreaming and fantasizing. All they had to offer was desperate rutting in a cheap motel that took longer to rent than to complete their business. Damned if Sarah Kincaide was going to allow herself to be some vacuous man’s plaything, to be used, abused, and finally discarded when a younger model caught his eye. If you were going to offer yourself to a goddess, you better damn well be prepared to worship her body and soul.

But still, in the real world, dancing was about creating a sexual fantasy that inspired men to spend money, and so Sarah had eventually dwindled her hours at Rattlesnake until she only did a few nights a week to pay her rent. Sarah wasn’t comfortable with the other aspects of the work: the feigning interest in customers’ banalities, the selling of dances and nonalcoholic drinks in exchange for pretending that sex was a possibility, the lap dances that forced her to touch strangers who made her gag. The money was good, but she wasn’t an exhibitionist at heart; at the end of the day, Sarah was a fighter, an artist, and a seeker of truths. The day she no longer felt the heat of the Goddess on the stage and became just another girl shaking her tits for a living, she would quit altogether. 

Sarah spun on the pole bolted to the left side of the stage and let her long hair fly up before slamming her heel to the ground and rolling over her shoulder to the right side of the stage. She would never pass for a ballerina or hip-hop dancer; Sarah’s moves had the relaxed flow of the Ninja martial art of Taijutsu. She danced like the Hindu Kali, the dance of death and destruction that tore down the old, making way for new knowledge. From the moment she took to the stage, her heart raced, the blood pounded through her system, and her entire body came alive; each gyration of her hips sent electricity, shooting up her spine in tingling, hot strikes. Her abdomen tightened and released, ebbing and flowing like an ocean wave. 

A floor-to-ceiling mirror was mounted behind the stage, more for the dancer’s use than the audience. Sarah enjoyed watching herself dance and liked how her almond-shaped eyes –lined heavily tonight with black eyeliner – glinted and almost glowed under the stage lights. She delighted in how her full, luscious lips (painted dark purple to match not only her eye shadow but also the streaks of amethyst she’d put in her dark hair) drooped slightly at the edges. The curvy, voluptuous body reflected her radiated power and confidence. Tomorrow, under the harsh, unforgiving glare of day, she’d see all the flaws, the cellulite, the stretch marks on her chest from allowing her heavy breasts to swing freely. But that was later; right now, she was as perfect as any airbrushed model laid out in the centerfold of a men’s magazine, at once sensual and unreal. Her tattoos were almost living animations on her skin as her muscles flexed and released. Her latest was of two ravens on her back. The birds were flying in concert like two humans holding hands. She hadn’t known why she’d gotten that particular piece of art. It had just seemed natural, almost inevitable. 

A flash of darkness caught her eye in the mirror, and she held it fast, an anomalous picture out of place in the familiar, static environment of the club. Behind her, a spectral figure in a dark, hooded robe - a black monk - stood motionless near the lap dance couches, watching her intently. No one else was paying it the slightest attention, which wasn’t odd in and off itself; patrons in strip clubs tended to avoid eye contact, but security usually kept an eye on outfits capable of concealing weapons. She quickly glimpsed a raven’s visage underneath the shadows of the hood, and the heat completely drained from her body. 

(There’s someone in the dark, watching me.) 

The thought came through as clearly as the others, but it was her younger brother’s voice she heard, speaking words she’d heard him say a million times shortly before that fateful season a decade ago. She’d poked fun at the time – she’d been a teenager after all – but now, seeing the same vision, knowing the last time this figure had shown itself, her father had murdered her mother and then committed suicide, she wished she’d taken him more seriously. Of course, Charles had only seen the harbinger in bed with the lights out, a common enough childhood nighttime fear; he’d never mentioned seeing it while wide awake in a room full of people. 

Sarah’s previous confidence evaporated as an icy trickle wormed its way up her spine, like a large serpent pushing its way through a too-small pipe. She turned around, the world moving in slow, syrupy motion, but of course, there was nothing there. The hooded figure had vanished. 

I’ve seen him before.

The recognition shocked her, and her dance faltered, vision spinning. Only the beatnik noticed; he half rose out of his seat, an unintelligible shout on his lip. Everyone else was too lost in their bizarre fantasy worlds to pay attention to any problems she might be having. 

Suddenly, the black hole of repressed memory from her seventeenth fall didn’t seem so dark in her mind. Something was there, an image rushing up to meet her; the light at the end of this tunnel was a freight train coming at full speed. She staggered drunkenly and found herself facing the mirrored wall again.

Sarah froze stock still, all flighty notions of dancing and goddesses forgotten in the face of the vision that had her reality in its terrible grip. She no longer heard the music, didn’t see Andy put down her book and cross over the stage, her face full of concern and worry. None of these things existed for her, only the scene before her. 

The mirror no longer reflected the club behind her. Instead, a different reality opened in front of her like a movie screen: a room, dark, empty, featureless. A body, swathed in bandages like a mummy, floated in the center with no visible means of support, only the mouth, nose, and ears visible. Sarah recognized those orifices; they stared back at her every time she looked in a mirror. Her pulse throbbed loudly in her ears and down the sides of her neck; otherwise, her muscles were paralyzed. 

A robed figure moved slowly into the scene, a dark shadow blurry and indistinct. Suddenly, Sarah was no longer watching her younger self; she was her younger self. She was no longer standing on the stage of a small strip club in Missouri; she was back, ten years ago, inside a memory that had remained hidden all this time. No light came through the bandages. A sick smell, cinnamon antiseptic, assaulted her olfactory sense, adding to the surrealness of what she was experiencing. The bandages held her tight in a cold, dry, slightly itchy embrace. She was a prisoner in every sense of the word; bound in body, shackled in thought, even her breath was shallow and regulated, beyond her control. 

She tried to speak, but only a harsh cough issued from her throat. “What… are you going… to do… to me?”

A deep voice, musical, but with a hint of threat in it -like the soft growl of a panther - floated in the blackness. “I will show you the true power of the darkness.”

“Why?”

“So you will not be blinded by the light.”

“I don’t understand.”

 “Revel in the darkness, child. Quiet your chattering mind, and you will begin to see the truth of the world around you. The Dominion will come for you, just as they came for your Mother. You must be ready.

The scene changed. Sarah was no longer bound but free and standing on a battlefield. Strange animal-human hybrid creatures were fighting men in white armor. It seemed as if the whole world was on fire. A fierce wind threatened to pull Sarah off her feet at any moment. A dense whirlpool was forming in the sky, like a horizontal tornado. Somehow, Sarah knew that vortex signaled the end of everything, that it was a bridge crossing a terrible divide. She was terrified of what lay on the other side. 

She also knew that she was the only one who could somehow stop it. Wary of the deadly beams of energy crisscrossing the air before her, Sarah resolutely started towards the whirlpool.

The scene faded as abruptly as it had come. Sarah was slammed back into her head so hard she completely lost her balance. She didn’t feel herself fall, didn’t feel Andy and the beatnik catch her and lower her gently to the hardwood floor, didn’t hear their shouts of alarm. 

Her last thought before consciousness gave way to blessed oblivion was that Daemon knew. He lied to me.

***

Sarah Kincaide opened her eyes to see a multitude of blurry ovals staring down at her. She blinked rapidly, and the worried faces of Andy, Mort, the floor manager, and several of the dancers swam into focus. It took Sarah a long moment to process that she was now lying on a plain wooden table in the dressing room. A string of bare light bulbs along the ceiling made the scene surreal, as if she’d blacked out and woke up in an animated short.

“What the hell happened out there?” Andy asked, sounding both worried and irritated. 

Sarah slowly sat up; several hands appeared out of nowhere to help her. “I don’t know. I guess I just blacked out.” 

Andy’s expression grew cold and hard, “Bitch, tell me you’re not using.” 

“I’m not using,” Sarah assured her. “Never have, never will.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“Fuck you. I haven’t eaten all day, that’s all. I meant to grab a sandwich, but things kept coming up.”

Mort laughed at that and patted his expansive gut. “I can give you some tips on how
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