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Praise for The Monsters Among Us

"Kent Priore writes like a natural about the supernatural, and The Monsters Among Us is a marvelously dark and true novel. American fiction has found a terrific new voice."

—Joseph O’Neill, PEN/Faulkner Award-Winning Author of Netherland.

“Supernatural storytelling at its best, this vivid cinematic novel takes the reader on an imaginative journey through what could be considered end of days. The Monster’s Among Us is a masterful creation and a must read—even for those who aren’t fans of fantasy/horror.”

—Joni Marie Iraci MFA author of Vatican Daughter, and Reinventing Jenna Rose.

“THE MONSTERS AMONG US is a transgressive tale of supernatural pulp phantasmagoria, written by an author with Biblical-sized storytelling ambitions. Kent Priore provides a Weird Tales, dark fantasy take on Testaments Old and New, crafting a tale as shocking as it is thought-provoking.”

—Patrick Barb, author of Abducted.

“Deliciously diabolical and at times deranged, Priore’s world is one of darkness, Inferno level devilry, despair, but also friendship and love. Elements of demon-hunting grit meet splatterpunk aesthetics for satisfying showdowns and a compelling read. The metamorphosis of Seth, both internal and external, from prologue to epilogue, choked me up. While my life does not look like his, I found him relatable, and human, even when he wasn’t. On one hand, this is a book of exciting magic and incredible stakes. But on the other, and at its heart, it is a story of finding one’s self and realizing the world, flawed as it is, is worth fighting for. I will watch Priore’s writing career with interest.”

—Arlo Z. Graves, author of Black Rose and The Ice Moves for No One.

“I was intrigued from the first sentence, determined to spend the night speed-reading so I didn't have to remain in suspense any longer.”

—Ella Dupuie, author of Fractures of the Fallen

Dedication:

For Katarina, my bride-to-be.

Our love so strong, if granted numerous lives, it would surely be an eternal recurrence.

A marriage in life and in death.
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PART ONE
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New Beginnings

“One always finds one’s burden again.”

—Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus
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Prologue
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Mounds of ash carpet the ground, giving the illusion of a vast, wintery landscape. Hiding the cold, hard surface of a cave’s flooring beneath. The charred air is thick with the stench of melted flesh. The cavern's entrance is hidden by collapsed stone, no way to vent the smell. And no method of entry, for any wanderer to happen upon the sight of this tragedy.

Scattered throughout the air are stark white flames. Their glow contrasts the dull gray of ash. They flutter before condensing into small balls of light. Tiny suns piercing through the darkness.

Seth stands upon a spot so dark it's almost black. The point of origin. Out where the flames erupted. His gaze circles the area, with the collapsed remains of a massive tower behind him. Stopping upon the darkened outlines of human figures, his mind reoccurs here. Diving into the sorrow of past deeds.

Stroking his long, black beard, Seth sighs as his mouth crumbles into a deep frown. Checking his watch, he finds that the sun will be setting soon.

Glancing around one last time, his eyes emit a white ethereal light as the abyssal flames ignite in front of him. Creating a dozen more tiny suns, in an oval shape. Their edges stretch to meet each other, forming a portal. As the image from the other side solidifies, he finds Andes sitting behind a desk, diligently signing paperwork.

"Andes, do you have a moment?"

Jerking his head up, the gray, old man clutches his heart in shock. "Oh! Seth...you startled me."

Andes slowly rises and trudges through the portal. A cane quaking in his right hand.

"Sorry," says Seth. "You were never one to be easily shaken."

"A few years ago maybe, but with the curse of the old guard...I'm afraid I'm growing a bit feeble."

Seth grimaces. "Sasha...she'll find a cure. So please stay strong. For her, and for our baby. Please don't lose hope."

Andes's wrinkled mouth curves upward, beneath pensive eyes. Still lit with the fire he has otherwise lost. But his smile sinks as he makes his way through the portal.

"Seth, what are you doing here?"

"The Guild deserved better than this. The people of Magistrum deserved better than what I did to them. Yet I am the one who lives on."

Andes's mouth twitches angrily. "Now listen here. An insane responsibility was foisted upon you that day. One you were not ready for. Anyone in your place would have—"

"You were angry at me that day. I ignored it then. But you were. I did a horrible thing here. The reason why doesn't matter. And I want you to know—"

The memory of that day is crisp within his mind. His emotions overwhelming him, the hellfire erupting from his pores—devouring everything in an instant. Tears drip along his cheeks, soaking his beard. "I am so sorry, Andes. And I'm sorry it took me so long to say it."

Remembering the destruction, watching the flames eat almost everyone he loved, Andes joins Seth in tears. His left fist rises. Shaking as it reaches toward Seth, but uncurling to pat his back as he embraces him. "I know you are. You don't have to say it."

"No. But I wanted to."

Nodding his head, Andes says, "Indeed, and it's nice to hear things aloud. So, hear this. Virdeus would be proud of the man you have become. Now," Andes pauses, noticing the light glimmering upon the golden band wrapped around the ring finger of Seth’s left hand. "Sasha will be home soon. So, stop thinking so much about the past and go home to your wife."

Patting Seth's back once more, Andes ambles through the portal. Glancing at its fiery rim, Andes chuckles. "You know, I'm still in awe of these new powers of yours. And a bit jealous, truth be told, now that mine are gone. Are you sure you won't join the Assembly?"

"The Guild's new guard doesn't need the likes of me. Not after what I've done."

"Seth...you really must stop torturing yourself." Andes disappears through the portal, which vanishes as the white abyssal flames extinguish themselves.

Seth sighs heavily, taking one more glance at the destruction. I'm not torturing myself. Just not letting myself forget. Forgetting would be to relinquish myself of the weight of a catastrophe I caused. I need the memory. It will help me continue to grow and ensure that this doesn't happen again.

His eyes burst with that abyssal white light, creating another portal. This time to a large wooden cabin perched upon a mountain’s summit. Seth makes his return home, deep in thought.

You don't get it, Andes. It’s bad enough that Sasha is known to the world. These powers of ours must remain hidden. This world has no need for gods—just look at what happens where gods dare to tread.

The white flames dispersed around the cave flicker away into darkness. The ash-coated and sin-stained battlefield fades as Seth is greeted by the sight of his home and the sound of crickets beginning their evening symphony. Smoke rises from the cabin’s chimney, next to a massive bird’s nest. A bed of sticks and stones the size of a large car covers half the roof. Croaking at the sight of Seth’s return, two massive ravens rise from the nest and flutter to the ground.

The only two of their kind, created by Sasha through the creation magic gifted by Zarathustra. They were there at the end of the old world, and at the new world’s beginning.

“Huginn, Muninn,” Seth says, reaching out for the massive birds. They stand taller than him and far wider. Huginn spreads his wings, croaks, and cocks his head in confusion. While Muninn nuzzles his beak against Seth’s cheek. “Good boy, Muninn. And don’t worry, Huginn, Sasha will be home shortly. Go and watch for her, alright?”

The two birds flap, unleashing a gust of wind beneath their powerful wings. Muninn returns to the nest while Huginn flies off, keeping his eyes on the mountain trail.

Smiling, Seth turns and makes his way to the cliffside. The graves of his friends await him.

***
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"OUT HERE AGAIN?" ASKS Sasha.

"Just paying my respects," says Seth. "How is Andes doing?"

"As jovial as ever. And he had an interesting message."

"Oh?" Seth feels a heaviness build within his chest, unsure of where this is going. And hoping that Andes hasn’t told her about their brief meet-up at the ruins of Magistrum. Not that he means to keep anything from her. He simply wishes to keep her from unnecessary stress.

"We were right,” Sasha says, “Humans have started to be born with magic."

He strokes his long, black beard. "Then I suppose we have our work cut out for us."

"Andes says he'll take care of things, so we won’t have to worry. To give us our rest for...you know." Sasha smiles. "So, Seth..."

"Yeah?"

"Do you think humans will be alright? With magic, I mean."

"We are. They will be, too. I'm sure of it."

Seth frowns at Melphis's tombstone.

"It wasn't your fault," Sasha says. “You know that, right?”

"I suppose. But I wish I could have made things right. Before it was too late." Seth pauses. He turns toward Sasha, bright-eyed. "Say, we're going to have to be careful. Teaching humans about magic and all. Outing ourselves as having magic, may cause them to think we are gods. We can't have that!"

Sasha chuckles, then takes Seth by the arm. She lays her head on his shoulder. "No, we can't have that. For we are not gods. And none exist here anymore. We made sure of that."

"Yes," Seth smiles. "A world led by humans, for humans. A world that has no need for gods. They will find their own way. This world can be whatever they want it to be."

Seth glances back toward the graves. "Thank you, my friends. Thank you...Melphis. For leading me toward this new life." He lays his free hand upon Sasha's rounded belly.

A moment’s silence embraces them in the comfort of each other. Their warmth, all they need. Sasha’s large copper-colored eyes glance up at her husband as her free hand meets his over her pregnant belly. Their fingers interlock, becoming one. 

“I know you want to stay in solitude to not risk the world knowing of our powers,” says Sasha, but these new powers of yours...it would really help if we could study them down at the Assembly.”

“You’re the one who kept the powers of creation. Isn’t that enough?”

“We need all the knowledge we can get. Especially now, with newborn magic humans.”

Seth remains quiet a moment, but hugs Sasha tighter. “Alright, if it’ll help you and the Assembly, how could I say no?” Seth smiles.

Sasha gives him a squeeze before heading inside to rest. Seth lingers by the tombstones a bit longer, switching his gaze from Melphis to Virdeus.

You would be so proud of her now, Dad. I sure am. And I promise to spend the rest of my days ensuring that she is happy and safe. I love her, and I owe you that much for what I did to your Guild.

The air in my lungs, the food I eat, the water I drink. I have no life without her, and the child she brings. She is everything now.

***
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SASHA FEELS THE EXHAUSTION of the day pulling her into sleep, but the aches in her back and feet spring her awake each time. Sleeping more comfortably on her stomach is impossible while pregnant, so each night remains a hassle. I can’t wait for this baby to come out! Every night I’m sleep deprived and—

The front door creaks open, and the immediate sound of sizzling oil lulls her into anticipation. More so does the smell of steak filtering into the bedroom. And more still, the sound of frozen French fries plopping into the oil next to the meat.

She smiles, appreciating all Seth has done to take care of her while they await the baby’s arrival. Even catering to her every craving. But eager as she is to eat, the moment of bliss Seth’s thoughtfulness has brought eases her into slumber.
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Chapter One
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About nine months earlier.

Silence fills the air. Aside from the shuffling of papers, and the scratch of Sasha’s pen as she signs her name on document after document. Turning to face the sunlight filtering through the windows to her right, she sighs heavily. Behind her hangs a picture of her father, painted by Andes. A gift to celebrate the first anniversary of humanity's liberation from gods.

"I know you would be proud, Father, of what I'm doing and everything the Guild has accomplished. But—" She glances back at the stack of papers, many of which she has not yet sifted through. Death certificates of most of the old guard.

The door to her office opens, and in comes a frail old woman, struggling to walk even with the aid of her cane. "Looking over those dreadful things, are you?" she says.

"I feel gross, Griselda. Mechanical. Signing these certificates one after another, a product being sent down a conveyor belt. They were our friends and I..."

Griselda’s eyes soften with tears as she watches Sasha from the other side of the desk. "The cost of operating within the light, my lady. All this bureaucratic nonsense. This is a new age for the Guild—oh, the Assembly I mean. The old guard, we're products of a vastly different time, maybe it’s for the best that we—"

"Stop that," says Sasha, cutting off the old woman's rambling. "I will find the cause and—"

"Find a cure?"

Sasha’s eyes flutter away from the old woman’s gaze. Her hands clench, hidden beneath the desk. Fingers rubbing together like coarse sandpaper.

Something in Griselda's gaze shifts. From hope to pensive acceptance. "Don't worry yourself too much, dear. If it's our time, it's our time. Andes and I will serve you to the very end. But regardless, your ten o'clock visit is here. Shall I let her in?" 

Sighing, Sasha swivels her chair around to face Virdeus’s portrait. Andes truly captured his prideful aura. His confident, loving smile. Next to the portrait is the taxidermized tentacle of an angel. A trophy of victory from that day, a reminder of all they are fighting for. I know this is what you would have wanted, Father. But the family you knew is crumbling. It’s just Andes, Griselda, and me left. What we did that day...it was right and it was good, but was it worth it?

"Yes, Griselda, let her in."

A woman in a gray pantsuit takes a seat in the chair opposite Sasha. She's wearing dark purple rimmed glasses beneath her curly chestnut hair. "Thank you for agreeing to see me," she says.

"Happy to make the time," says Sasha. "Always looking for ways to get our good message known to the world."

Sasha glances at her up and down. The woman is stoic and at ease. Removing a small notepad and pen from her suit's inner chest pocket, she looks toward Sasha with a fiery gaze.

"The Assembly is already known to the world. Far and wide, despite only being around for, what was it, a little over two years?"

"It helps that we were erected in response to that great tragedy. What many are calling the Supernatural Holocaust."

"Yes...it was an awful day. So many lives lost that it's hard pressed to find anyone who didn't lose somebody. Myself included. Hence why I was eager to interview you."

"Yes, we here at the Assembly lost so many." The faces of her friends, of her father, flash into memory. "May I ask who you lost?"

The woman's nose scrunches in anger. "My son. He was only two months old. My husband and I divorced recently. We couldn't cope."

Sasha’s gaze drifts away from the woman and to the photo of herself and Seth framed on her desk. Their arms wrapped around each other. After Andes took that photo, he said the sheer happiness on display is proof of how worthwhile everything has been. And Sasha could see it, too. I cannot imagine anything splitting us apart. But the loss of a child...I cannot even imagine.

"I'm so sorry to hear that. But thank you for being forthcoming about it. There is so much hidden, personal hardship from that day that we don't often hear about. Stories like this sharpen my resolve to carry out our mission."

"And what mission is that? The Assembly's existence implies you think threats like what we faced two years ago aren't necessarily gone. Can you speak more on that?"

She glares across the table. "Our existence should not be seen as proof of any potential threats. But a reassurance that we are here in case of any threat."

"So, you're taking taxpayer dollars with no real cause?"

"The military does the same. They don't go looking for war, but they are there as a deterrent, to provide a sense of safety for the masses."

"Fair enough," the woman says. "But what can the Assembly actually do against another supernatural threat? There's been a frequent tale of heroes who fought back against the monsters, are they in your employ? If so, I would love to speak to them."

Sasha smirks. "Sorry, but they have asked to remain anonymous. Not even the president knows who they are."

The interview continues at length. All the while, Sasha ponders the ludicrous nature of this situation. At home awaits a man who creates portals from abyssal white flames, and the two giant ravens I created from the palms of my hands. I can create anything I want, and yet here I am, stuck behind a desk. Signing paperwork, getting interviewed.

The woman asks about the tentacle hanging on the wall. Sasha tells her it's a symbol of victory, of strength, that the Assembly could do it all again, if they must.

Little does she know, we could succeed all the easier with our current power.

The woman thanks Sasha for her time and promptly leaves.

Sighing, she glances over the death certificates again, and her mind wanders.

My hunch...is not good. I feel it beneath my feet. The White Abyss pulsing through the Earth. The solid and intangible wedded together at last. But the cost—

She rubs the rune on the side of her neck. Magic once flowed through it. A power outlet, but the wires have been moved. And now there's no spark. No wattage.

But Seth, he can commune with it. Together, through his abilities and mine, perhaps we can save Andes and Griselda. I cannot lose any more of my family.

Opening her left palm, teal sparks crackle as they rise into the air. Glowing like flame, they twist and flutter before molding into the shape of two rings. Plopping into her hand, sunlight glints against the solid gold. With flushed cheeks, she holds them tight. Thinking fondly of their future together.

***
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A DENSE FOREST CARPETS the ground below the cold, stony cliffside. Beyond lays the town of Crowley, its many lights flashing on in welcome of the coming twilight. Staring out upon this home rechristened in the fires of the new world, Seth smiles.

Cross-legged, he sits and breathes in the crisp, clean mountain air. And, hands folded upon his lap, he watches as the forest's evergreens pulse with a stark abyssal light. Closing his eyes, looking inward, Seth's own aura bursts with an ethereal teal before shifting into white. His soul ejects from his back, hovering a foot above his body and—

He quakes, his soul ripples like water disturbed by a skipping stone. And like an ocean's tide, his surroundings wash away into a vast, empty white space.

"Hello again," says Seth.

Alone within the White Abyss, he stares out into its all-encompassing nothingness. A heavy silence approaches like a predator.

"I know you can speak. We've spoken before.”

Another quake ripples through Seth's soul, but he stares on undeterred. "Spawn of Zarathustra. Your presence is unwelcome here."

"And I apologize. I do not wish to intrude, only to make good on my promise from our last meeting. Despite what I am—"

"Zarathustra's spawn, his rage, his volatility."

"Yes," Seth replies softly. "I'm aware that you had qualms with Zarathustra and his kind. When he gifted me his powers, certain memories were transferred alongside them—one’s magic is their very soul, their being’s whole essence, after all. But I do not hold his power of creation any longer. I am no threat. My desire to be the medium between the White Abyss and humanity is proof of that. All I want is peace. Balance. And in the spirit of that..."

Seth's mind goes back a couple years, to the words of his lost friend, Melphis. Words he did not fully understand at that time, but does now. I have found that magic is best used in creative and unprecedented ways. Even the dullest magic knows few limits. Magic does what the mind wills it to do.

"I could go ahead and do this without your consent, but instead, I would like to include you. As a gesture of my goodwill, and in the spirit of our union."

"Speak your request, rageful spawn of a god."

"I would like to forge a ring. With my abyssal flames, within the vast infinite potential of your creative powers."

That heavy silence again, crushing like an infinite number of boulders upon one's shoulders. Seth patiently awaits an answer, as he feels the Abyssal Consciousness squirming like energetic, hungry snakes. And, somewhere beyond, is the movement of other powers, like fire climbing the height of a tree, ready to burst. Seth squints inquisitively. This familiarity, felt in humanity no longer except through himself and Sasha. A mingling of souls and magic?

"Do it, Spawn of Zarathustra. Commence the making of your covenant."

"Thank you," Seth smiles, bowing slightly in respect. If the Abyssal Consciousness had a physical form, he would instead shake its hand.

At the white pulse of his eyes, abyssal flames spark and flicker into being, molding themselves into a small band. Glowing bright, the flames condense further and further, smoldering hot before a rapid cooling. The flames disappear, leaving a white metal band. Solid yet wispy, with the flow and tide of abyssal energy visible. Upon the basket resides a large, semi-translucent gemstone. Inside mingles white abyssal flame and the electric crackle of divine teal energy.

Holding it in his palm, Seth smiles wide, then glances out toward the Abyss.

"Thank you for allowing me to use the White Abyss as a forge. The results are...profound. She's going to love it."

"The other spawn. Zarathustra's Lust."

"Yes."

"Your gesture better not be meaningless. For she still possesses creation magic. Can you assure that she isn't a threat?"

"With my whole being. She is the strongest, kindest, and most thoughtful soul I have ever known. And will defend this world, and you, fiercely until her dying breath."

Satisfied, but concerned about that growing, pulsating power, Seth's soul quakes and ripples once more, pulling himself back into his body, upon the stony cliffside beneath the ever-darkening sky.

But words echo across the realms, the Abyssal Consciousness speaking through the union born of Seth’s acceptance of the emptiness within.

{Beware, Spawn of Zarathustra. Enjoy your bliss for now. But beware. You know better than anyone that the world is not prone to everlasting peace. To think so would be delusion, of which you claim to be no longer a victim.}

Seth winces, the words cycling endlessly in the depths of his mind. But as he holds the ring high, the moonlight glinting through the gemstone, illuminating the white flames and divine light within, he smiles. For the light of love erases any worry, and strengthens one’s will.

Chuckling, Seth lays a blanket upon the moonlit cliffside and heads into their cabin to make the final preparations.

Time to rescue my beloved from her dastardly desk.

***
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PAPERS SPILL FROM THE left side of the desk as Sasha signs the final death certificate and places it atop the others. Moonlight filters through the windows, announcing that she has lost track of time. And, slouching in her chair, she groans softly.

Nothing but silence beyond the walls of her office, with everyone else having gone home hours ago. First the new guard, then Griselda, then Andes. Though she told the latter to leave even earlier, they refused. Nothing like the work ethic of the old guard, and now there’s only three of us left. And I’m no closer to figuring out why.

White flames draw an oval shape in the air. Beyond her desk, she glances through the portal, finding their cabin.

“Oh, how sweet of you to come pick me up,” she says, and Seth pops his head around the edge of the portal.

“Figured you could use rescuing from all this bureaucratic nonsense,” he says. “Come on home.”

Taking one last glance at the stack of death certificates, she grabs the two gold wedding bands and slides them into her back pocket. In an instant, she hops through the portal and arrives home.

“So happy you can do this now. Especially after the day I just had,” she says.

“Tell me all about it,” says Seth, leading her by the hand. “But close your eyes, I have a surprise.”

“Oh, for me?” she says, grinning. “And yeah, all this paperwork...and for what? As far as the world is concerned, all the dying members of the old guard never existed in the first place. If they were normal humans, they would have died thousands of years ago. So why document their deaths? The government demanded I comply. They probably just want to study magic on their own, not that they’d learn anything.”

Seth lightly tugs her arm down, leading her to the ground until she’s sitting. “The cost of operating within the light, I guess,” he says, “Open your eyes.” 

“Griselda said the same thing—”

Before her lies a white cotton blanket, with a platter of cheese and a bottle of cabernet sauvignon with two glasses. A snap of Seth’s fingers and a candelabra with four sconces light with abyssal white flame, illuminating the cliffside. The glow of the fire is brighter than normal orange flame, with it glimmering even stronger with the reflection of the full moon hovering above them.

“What’s all this for?” she asks, cheeks flushing.

“It’s been two years since the dawn of our new world. Rid of their oppressors, humans reign supreme. We did that. We made that happen. And now, for the first time in either of our lives, we are living as ordinary humans—well, relatively normal.” Seth chuckles, gesturing to the white flames. She scoots nearer to him, wrapping her arm around him. He tightens his embrace in turn, then continues, “So let’s embrace that—ordinary human lives, and do as they do.” 

He reaches into the pocket inside his long, black trench coat and unearths a ring so bright with abyssal light its aura overpowers the moon and its night. A heaviness draws her eyes, lingering upon the translucent gemstone. The white fire and—her mind goes back to earlier this morning, when she created the gold wedding bands. The teal light crackling as the rings burst into being.

Gasping, she raises her left hand to her mouth. “Abyssal flames and divine energy, mingling together. A marriage of life and death?”

Seth smiles widely, his cheeks rising high beneath eyes so full of longing and compassion. “In the spirit of everything we’ve done, of everything we’re working toward, will you be wed to me in life and in death?”

Her throat tightens, tears cloud her eyes, and—she bursts out laughing, clutching her stomach as she topples over.

Seth’s smile crumbles, the passion in his eyes distort into profound concern. “Is that a no?”

Reaching into her back pocket, she brings the golden wedding bands into the moonlit air. The white abyssal flames glimmering against them. “No, you silly man. It’s a yes. A big fucking yes!”

“Did you make those?”

“Yes, earlier today.”

Seth appears overcome with awe, his smile returning, cheeks flushing. “To think we both thought to make rings today.”

Lunging at him, Sasha grips the back of his head tightly and presses her lips against his. They tumble backward and— “Ow!” Seth’s head slams against the stony cliff.

“Oh, please! After all the injuries you had back then, you expect me to believe that hurt?” She says, smirking.

“My body is human again,” Seth says, chuckling. “But please, hurt me more.”

Atop him, she grins and bites her lower lip. Thrusting her mouth toward his neck, she clamps his skin between her teeth, sucking and pulling, leaving a mark. Seth moans loudly, his arms spurred into passion as he grips her back and buttocks, lifting them both into the air and carrying Sasha inside.

The light of the candelabra blinks away in the wake of their ever-growing passion. Leaving them to celebrate the light of their union, amidst the darkening of night.

And the conception of their future to come.
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Chapter Two
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Massive dark clouds slither across the sky, blocking the setting sun. Drizzling rain patters against the ground. Before long, mud sloshes against the cluttered mass of black leather shoes encircling a rectangular hole in the ground.

Seth and Sasha stand beside one another, his arm wrapped tight around her shoulders. Sasha wraps her left arm around his waist, her other hand lying gently upon her rounded, pregnant belly. Movement from within has increased over these last few days, as if the baby is growing eager to come out...but excited as I am to be a mother, the child will arrive in a world of death and suffering.

Andes stands before the grave, giving his eulogy. The height of the Jotunheimen Mountains towering above them.

"Here we meet in the land of her original home in Norway. After wandering the Earth for thousands of years, our Griselda can finally return home. This has been our custom. Returning those of the old guard to the land from which they were derived from, though it is here wherein lies our plight. We've been away from home for so long. Our homes no longer feel like home. For our true home has become the arms of our loving Guild family. As our late founding father would attest to, Griselda's home was in all of you. So, honor her memory and bond with your brothers and sisters of the Assembly. For it's those bonds that have kept the members of the old guard like Griselda and me going for so long."

Sasha’s tired, sunken eyes tether to Andes. The final link to my old family. She watches as he smiles wide but forlornly at the casket lowering into the ground. Tears cloud his eyes, and yet his grin—that ever-proud grin turns toward Sasha.

Glancing up at Seth, she takes his hand and kisses it lightly, as the memory of Griselda's own proud smile plunges her into memory.

***
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EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER.

The warm spring sun shines bright. Its rays mingle with a soft, cool breeze. A wooden arch decorated with greenery and wildflowers stands tall before a large field, its grass swaying gently like the slow pull of an ocean's tide. A lake sits off to the side, its sun-glittered waters home to families of ducks and geese, a duo of swans float with regal elegance at the center. A large cabin to the right makes for a temporary perch for Huginn and Muninn. Hidden by a large tree branch, the two massive, watchful ravens sit patiently, but eager to see their masters wed.

Rows of chairs sit before the arch, with a wide aisle down the middle. Andes stands directly beneath it, wearing his old Guild uniform. The white martial artist attire with its armor plating on the shoulders and elbows appears comical on the elderly man. But he insists on wearing it. "Virdeus's daughter is getting married! I must honor his memory to the fullest extent!" he had said when Seth and Sasha shared news of their engagement.

Seth stands to his left, donning a full white suit. His black hair slicked back, his beard neatly groomed, and mustache curled and waxed. His bright, fiery eyes peer longingly down the aisle as Sasha ambles toward them in a long, black gothic dress. Wildflowers are woven into her hair, braided back in Scandinavian fashion by Griselda. Though not Sasha’s culture, she had asked Griselda to do her hair this way after she mentioned that the flowers—their bright blue, red, purple, pink, and yellow—woven into the hair symbolize a oneness with Nature. A notion that, with the state of the new world, Sasha fell in love with. Just as she fell in love with Seth, the man who can commune with the Abyssal Consciousness, the essence of Nature itself. 

Nature, its beauty, and its volatility. What's a better depiction of a perfect union than that?

A slow, melodic tune rises from a piano between the lake and wedding arch. A few ducks scatter and fly away at the sudden music, as Sasha walks down the aisle. Everyone's heads turn to face her. The audience, made entirely of members of the Assembly, are mostly foreign faces. But she wanted her father's continued lineage to bear witness to this momentous occasion.

The new guard, made of mostly military veterans, ex-police, and a few good-natured and brave souls eager to help the world at large...they are witnessing much more than a union between Seth and their Assembly President.

Everything we fought for—ridding the world of demons, angels, and gods alike, relinquishing humanity from its chains. This is a marriage to that ideal. To create a world that has no need for gods, to live out our lives as ordinary humans. The lives we weren't allowed to live before.

Reaching the end of the aisle, she catches a glimpse of Sergei, first of the new guard. He nods in respect, but with a face holding a seemingly permanent scowl. Sasha smiles as she walks on. Tall. Proud. Strong.

On the other side of the aisle is Griselda's wide grin. Her lips radiate an energy that seems to claim that this is the proudest she has ever been in her life. Upon her lap is Mikhail, or “Misha,” Andes's and Griselda’s infant son. Griselda lowers her face to speak into the child's ear.

"Isn't Aunt Sasha so pretty?"

A garbled mesh of sounds erupts from Mikhail's mouth.

"Yes, I know!" Griselda says. "The flower crown is pretty, too. Mommy made it, don't you know?"

She lifts her head and looks at Sasha, mouthing the words: I love you. Cheeks flushing above Sasha’s ever-growing smile, she mouths them back.
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SETH’S EYES WELL WITH tears as Sasha meets him at the wooden arch. Her skin emanates a white glow. At first, he dismisses it as the sun’s glare. But then he notices the white aura stretching from her face to her breasts to her stomach, where the glow amasses and shimmers before outlining the rest of her body. The audience’s gaze had already been tethered to her, beautiful as she is. But now their jaws drop at the sight of this ethereal white glow.

The pupils in Seth’s eyes shimmer in reaction to it before sinking into the whites of his eyes. Becoming pure white orbs, they stare toward his bride. He smiles, recognizing the glow as what he believes is the Abyssal Consciousness joining them in matrimony.

Andes glances over at Griselda, sharing a moment of bliss with her. The old woman’s sagging cheeks are held high by the widest grin he has ever seen upon her face. Turning to Seth, and then to Sasha, he says, “Shall we begin?” 

The rapidly aging man chokes and clears his throat as tears drip along his cheeks.

“I was there, when your father found you,” he says, sniffling. “Alone in that dark room. A place of nightmares and terror. But when you came with us, you immediately became family. My beautiful, amazing Matriarch. My ladyship. What you’ve gone on to do since the Supernatural Holocaust is a feat your father would be immensely proud of. He claimed you would make a grand Matriarch for our Guild. But you’ve gone on to be so much more than that. Creating the Assembly for Human Progression, being a guiding light—a guardian for all humankind. Not even your father saw that coming. You really are the best of us.”

The new guard watches silently, unaware of the details and meaning behind his words. Sergei grits his teeth at this display of secrecy in the higher brass. And squinting, scrutinizing the white glow amassing around Sasha’s stomach. Unconvinced of the banter of those around him, that it’s simply an illusion made from the sun glinting upon the nearby lake.

“And you, Seth. I was not sure about you—at first.” Andes grins. “But you did as I asked and protected her. And if it were not for your partnership, the world as we know it would have never been. And we would not even be here to mourn it. So, thank you, Seth. For maturing into the good man Sasha always knew you could be.

“So let me end with this,” Andes steps toward Seth, fiercely gripping his white tie until Seth begins to choke. “Continue doing me that favor—protect her until the very end.”

Despite the pressure building upon his throat, Seth smiles and the pool of his eyes deepen, overflowing down his cheeks as he takes in the divine glow of his bride. “I promised back then, Andes, and that promise will extend to the hereafter. But this is Sasha we’re talking about. She doesn’t need protecting.”

Andes smiles and nods, turning to Sasha. “And what have you to say, my lady, our Matriarch?”

“That we shall protect each other—aid one another in our each and every need. For that is the essence of marriage, is it not? An equal partnership, with no one lording over the other. We fought for a world with no masters, after all. Except for mastership over ourselves. And, in the wedding of our souls, we will bathe ourselves in that ideal. To be the guiding light, as you said, for all generations to come.”

“Beautifully put, my lady. The new guard would be wise to follow suit, but...” Andes takes Sasha’s left hand and Seth’s right, bringing them close until their fingers interlock. “Go on then, you don’t need my permission. Wed yourselves to one another.” Reaching into his pants pocket, Andes unearths the golden bands. Sasha takes Seth’s left hand and slips a band onto his ring finger. He takes hers and does the same.

Cheeks flushed and chests heaving, their lips yearning for one another. Leaning into a fierce embrace, their mouths close in a fit of passion. Their palms full of each other. The audience erupts from their seats, clamoring in joy. 

The piano’s melody swiftens, flourishing an upbeat tune as the service breaks into a party. Glasses overflowing with wine, the new guard chatters and dances with one another. Only Sergei stands still, off to the side, sipping his beer as he observes the commotion. His eyes lock onto Sasha and Seth, embracing the aging old guard.

Andes firmly shakes Seth’s hand as he playfully tugs on his white tie again. Griselda places a barrage of kisses upon Sasha’s cheeks and forehead, as Sasha lightly pinches Mikhail’s cheek. The child giggles, unaware, but soaking up the joy of the moment like a sponge. And as if rising alongside the merriment, the white glow around Sasha’s stomach intensifies. Catching Seth’s attention, his throat tightens, as he clasps a hand upon his mouth. The dam of his eyes bursts, deepening the pools of his joy. He understands now what it is. He feels it within the White Abyss, that familiar flow of energy squirming, rising to the surface. A soul taking flight.

From one womb to another, his child stirs into being.
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“I COULDN’T FIND A CURE in time,” says Sasha, staring at the open grave. Seth remains silent, holding her tight as they watch the commotion. Slinking behind Seth to hide her view from the others, she raises her right hand. Sparks of teal spur into being, crafting the metal pole of an umbrella, followed by the polyester covering, stitching itself together. Normally, Sasha would allow herself to relish the handiness of these powers of creation. But today her eyes look on, unblinking. Dark and sullen with disbelief.

She glances around the open grave. All eyes tether to its depths, none noticing her act of creation.

A group of men joins Andes as they shovel dirt atop the casket. One of the men tries to take the shovel away from him, imploring the old man to rest. With surprising strength, Andes pushes the young man away, shouting, “Stand down! It’s only right for Griselda to be sent off by one of her own. I will not sully her memory by not being near her to the very end!” The rain grows heavier, accompanied by wuthering gusts.

“Then allow me to do it in your stead,” Sasha says. “I must agree with the new guard, Andes. You will work yourself sick.”

“Nonsense, my lady. You are with child. And this isn’t work fit for our leader.”

“My father would have joined the toils of the common person, so let me—”

“With all due respect, my lady, absolutely not. Pl-please...” Tears spill from his dark brown eyes, weaving through the shriveled skin of his cheeks. “Let me do this for her.”

At the sight of his pain, Sasha’s throat tightens, her eyes wet. Turning away, nodding her approval, she whispers to Seth, “I must find a cure. Otherwise, he will be next. How am I supposed to be the Matriarch my father wanted me to be, if I cannot save my people?”

“It’s not your fault,” says Seth. “The others died so quickly. How could we find a cure fast enough?”

“But still—”

Seth hugs her tighter, with both arms. “It’s not your fault. How many times have you said that to me? I never thought I would be the one providing you that comfort. But it’s not your fault.”

An infant’s shrieking approaches from behind, cradled in the left arm of a young woman with cotton candy blue hair. A black umbrella held in her other hand shields Mikhail from the cold early spring rain. “I’m sorry, President—er, Matriar—”

“You can just call me Sasha,” she says, glancing over the woman. A recent addition to the new guard. No prior military experience, just a passion for serving and protecting humankind. “Your name is Brianna, right? Sorry you had to be saddled with babysitting. I promise that won’t be your usual job.”

“Oh, it’s no problem. He’s been great up until a moment ago. He suddenly started screaming, and I figured he might want to see his daddy.”

Andes breaks a sweat despite the cold rain splattering against him. So focused on the grave that he doesn’t notice the appearance of his son. His tears drip into the dirt. Mingling with Griselda for the last time.

“He’s a bit busy, as you can see,” says Sasha. “I can take him.” Seth relinquishes her, and she reaches toward the child. His existence is a strange one, conceived almost immediately after their triumph over Yahweh. Only to be mired in death as rapid aging assaulted the old guard. And soon after emerging from Griselda’s womb, the poor woman began to shrivel and prune. As did Andes—it all began after Seth reintegrated the White Abyss to the Earth. Sasha glares toward Andes, her eyes falling upon the runic scars trailing from his neck to his hands. They were once icons of power, but now are nothing more than a memory. Dead scaring, an outlet no longer wired into the power source—because the power source has moved!

Eyes growing wide, she turns sharply toward Seth. “I need you to commune with the Abyssal Consciousness.”

“Sure, but what for?”

“I think with its help, we can break the curse—” A piercing pressure builds from her pelvis and surges toward her lower abdomen like an electric bolt. Gasping morphs into a pained moan as she pushes Mikhail back into the Brianna’s arms.

“Sasha! What’s wrong?” Seth says, wrapping an arm around her lower back and holding her left hand, steadying her.

A gush of pale-yellow liquid plops into the muddy ground between her feet, mingling with the rain. Her inner thighs, wet and sticky. The shoveling ceases. Andes and the men stare toward her, concerned. “The baby—our baby!” she says, squeezing Seth’s hand hard. His face scrunches, bearing the pain. Chest heaving, Sasha shouts, “It’s coming!”
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AT THE SOUND OF HER shrieking moans, Seth’s eyes glow that stark abyssal white. Noticing this, Andes shouts toward the Assembly members, “Actually, give me a hand and finish this, would you?” Their attention yanked toward the grave, they remain blind to the magic flourishing from Seth’s eyes.

White flames spark into being, creating an oval window before them. On the other side lay a wide, stark white hallway in the Assembly’s basement floor. Strewn around atop carts and tables are countless computers, test tubes, microscopes, as well as the pieces of untested experimental equipment for measuring the White Abyss. Seth gently walks Sasha through the portal, leaving the frigid Norwegian rain, out from the final day of winter’s grasp.

They arrive, finding an eerie silence with most of the Assembly having gathered at the funeral. Ahead of them lies a door, slightly ajar. Bursting it open with his foot, Seth shouts, “Clear the room!” Yanking their heads up in surprise, the few lingering Assembly members wearing lab coats swiftly clear a path to the medical examination table—trays, tools, and electronic equipment pushed to the sides of the room. Cradling Sasha in his arms, Seth gently lays her upon the steel table.

“We need to get to the hospital!” she shouts.

“We can’t...you know we can’t risk our powers being seen. Besides, there’s no longer any time. She’s coming now.”

“How do you know?”

Seth’s gaze tethers to her pregnant belly. His eyes aglow with abyssal white light, vibrating within their sockets. His eyes drift to Sasha’s face, and he says, “I just know.”

He’s neither smiling nor frowning. The abyss flowing through him leaves his face blank, unreadable—his emotions obscured. But the muscles in his cheeks twitch and spasm. His hands jitter at his sides. Realizing the worry in Sasha’s face, he flashes a grin. “It’s okay. It’s going to happen now, but it’s okay.”

At Seth’s command, two female Assembly members shoo the men from the room, aside from Seth and Andes. Returning to Sasha, they lift her legs up in lieu of stirrups and hoist her dress over her knees. Andes drifts to the doorway behind to watch from afar, while Seth positions himself before Sasha, between her open legs.

“Gently caressing her left knee, Seth says, “I’m going to need you to push.” 

“Where the fuck is the medical staff!” Sasha shouts.

“You gave them the option of coming to the funeral or having the day off out of respect for Griselda,” says Andes.

Pushing hard, another contraction sears through her body as the baby begins moving downward. “Oh, fuck me!”

“I think that’s how we ended up here,” says Seth, grinning uncomfortably. “Sorry. Bad joke.”

Sweat spills down Sasha’s head. She glares at him, eyes wide and fiery.

“Do we have any pain meds?” asks the blonde clinging to Sasha’s right leg.

“No. No fucking drugs.”

“But the pain—”

“I said no!”

Seth bites his lower lip and caresses his beard, then glances at her. “You know, I can feel them coming because I can feel the flow of their soul. I might be able to ease your pain by adjusting their descent—”

“Seth. No. Don’t you dare experiment with your powers on our child. And you know better than anyone that pain is not to be run from. You bear it. You overcome it. This is no different.”

Sasha glares into his eyes, which softens at the sight of her resolve. A smile stretching beneath his gaze.

The two women at her sides look curiously at each other. “The flow of their soul? Powers?”

Sasha’s gaze yanks back and forth toward them, like a wolf tearing apart its prey. “Shut up, both of you. And I forbid you to mention anything you just heard.”

“Push,” Seth says again.

He tells her to push again and again, until she can feel the baby’s head emerging from her. Sweat clings to her face, dripping as the muscles in her neck clench. The veins popping from all the pressure. Feeling her groin rip and tear—the pain, so immense, nothing so far has illuminated the absence of magic she once had, like this. No longer can she conjure lightning. No longer does her body move as quickly as it once did. Nor does it hold up to immense pain. She has the magic of creation, but is otherwise just human—ughk, the pain! For a moment, she’s tempted to use magic to alter her body’s chemistry, its pain receptors. Magic is life. Life is magic. I may have lost those powers, but I can create, I can alter the flow, but no—every muscle in her body spasms, and—

An ear-piercing wail echoes throughout the room.
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SETH STARES INTENSELY at the crowning baby. Nervous tremors surge through his body. He’s delivering a child—his child. A new life slowly pushed through the womb of his beloved. One that could gush out into his palms at any moment. 

{Something new graces Zarathustra’s little realm. Are you ready for it?}

There’s a prickling upon the back of Seth’s neck as he’s alarmed by the sudden emergence of that voice. The first time the Abyssal Consciousness has spoken to him outside of the White Abyss, unprompted by Seth’s intrusion. But his focus remains tethered to the emerging baby. It’s a day of many firsts. I can address the voice later. I’m about to be a fucking dad!

Though the words {Are you ready for it?} reverberate within his mind. And Seth can’t help but wonder, is anyone?

Sasha begins squirming as the pain builds. Raising her left arm, she appears to be reaching out toward something, and—the whites of Seth’s eyes vibrate furiously as an ethereal white glow erupts from between Sasha’s legs. Feeling its imminent arrival, Seth reaches toward the light—a baby screams, having arrived in a world most unlike the moist, dark cavern it had spent the last nine months. Seth raises the child high so that Sasha can see.

Seth, with teary eyes above the largest grin, says, “It’s a girl. W-we have a baby girl!”

Short black curls lay stuck to her scalp, wet and sticky from the birthing fluid and grime. The child ceases its crying upon hearing Seth’s voice and flickers her eyes open for the first time. Pure white orbs stare toward Seth, before pupils, housing the brightest teal glow, emerge from the depths of their abyssal whiteness.

Seth glances from child to Sasha, then to her engagement ring. That same divine teal glow mingling with white abyssal flames now glares toward her father.

Speechless, Seth carries her over to Sasha, who makes a cradle of her arms.

“She’s beautiful,” Sasha says softly, now that the tension has passed. “Welcome to the world...Persephone.”

Seth looks in awe at what they have made. He lays a hand upon Sasha’s shoulder, basking in the delight of their love—but a voice nags from within.

{The unforeseen. A soulful improbability. Made real through the union of your powers. And thus, a True-Born God has arrived. Will she be a blessing to this world...or will she be like you?}
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Chapter Three
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Seth smiles toward their bed, content in the blissful image of Sasha lying back, cradling their child beneath a bare breast. Sasha's lush, black hair sprawls across the mattress, having grown longer since the end of the old world. With child latched to her breast, Seth is overcome with a heaviness within. Tears begin to pool.

"You look so beautiful."

"Oh, stop it. I just gave birth. I'm a mess."

"And yet," says Seth, "I see what I see."

Sasha smiles, and a white ethereal glow emerges from mother and child. But not only that. The woman lying before him, with her long black hair and skin fair as milk, her eyes a bright copper-colored brown—she has always been beautiful, but here she glistens with divine quality. A maiden bathed in the purest light. 

But he understands this to only be half of her. This softness. And that she only shines so brightly because of the darkness she's endured. The moon eclipsing the sun. Only for its rays to endure, transmuting into an infinitely more alluring nocturnal radiance.

Seth's grin widens as he ambles over to her. The baby unlatches, staring toward her father. "Can I hold her?"

"Of course," says Sasha, smiling pensively toward the baby as she gently raises her into Seth's arms. "Go on, Persephone. Off to your daddy. Mommy could use a break anyway."

Holding her for the first time since the delivery, Seth stares into her big, bright teal eyes in awe. Cradling her, he nuzzles his face against her soft baby skin. His beard tickling Persephone, the baby gurgling as she stares on at her father.

"Oh, we're going to have loads of fun, aren't we?" Seth says to the baby, then turns toward Sasha. "Do you need anything?"

"A glass of water? And time alone to sleep?" Sasha says, letting off a soft, exhausted laugh. 

"You got it." Seth smiles and leaves Sasha to the darkness of their bedroom.
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EXHALING DEEPLY, SASHA places the empty glass upon the chestnut nightstand to her right. Slinking down the headboard, she flattens to the mattress and pulls a thin white sheet over herself. This baby. It’s been less than a day since she arrived, and I’m already exhausted. The sheer toll giving birth takes on the body—I think of Father, and the hope he created where there was none, for a family that eventually got him killed. And Seth, depleting his creation magic to rebuild the world anew. Even the artist, the writer, living out their days hungry and dissatisfied, without the respect of the world, they still go on to create beautiful works of art.

I suppose all acts of creation take their toll. 

Unwrapping herself from the white sheet, she places her feet upon the floor. Ambling over to the tall mirror beside her ebony dresser, she giggles. I suppose the toll for this one would be the ire of all normal women. 

She takes in the view of her body within an ivory night gown. Gripping the bottom, she peels it off overhead and discards it to the floor. Smiling toward her naked body, she slides her hands down her chest, cupping her breasts, before descending to her stomach. The skin, loose and torn, flapping around like an empty plastic bag. Caressing the damaged skin with the tips of her fingers, teal energy sparks in their wake. The skin flattens as it represses against the repairing muscle tone beneath. The stretch marks fade into the same clear skin that was there before she started to show, nine months ago.

More teal sparks crackle along the skin, following her fingers as they drop between her thighs. Stretched and widened, her crotch stings as her fingers glide across the swollen, bruised areas. The redness dissipates, the darkened areas fade. Muscles tighten, rejuvenating with life. The circumference of the hole shrinks. A flower in full bloom, reverting to a partially opened bud.

Smiling at her reflection, a memory of another life flashes into mind. Another girl, barely yet a woman, hating the skin her mother gifted her. Sasha chuckles at how much has changed since then, at how everything feels otherworldly in its goodness. Contentedness. That’s what they call this. She smiles.

Seth—he took her so gently into his arms. You’re lucky, Persephone. You’ll never have to endure what I did. His is the strong hand that protects—but caresses you gently.

Sasha’s cheeks flush as she takes her nightgown from the floor and redresses herself. Smiling, she leaves the bedroom and joins her family outside.
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THE PORCH CREAKS BENEATH the weight of the rocking chair, swiveling back and forth. The ebb and flow lulling Persephone to the depths of sleep. Seth holds her firm within his arms, enough to make her feel secure. She’s wrapped in a small white blanket, with only her face exposed to the rising sun. Huginn and Muninn shuffle in close on each side. Their heads snaking toward the child, cooing softly.

Small rodents scurry about in the nearby bushes. And other birds chirp from a distance, but stay hidden beneath the branches, staying clear of the skies around the cabin. Even out there above the trees below the cliffside, none stir. Too intimidated by the giant ravens who reign upon the summit.

Seth stares out over the town. A past life evokes itself into memory. How often scrunched eyes glared over this cliffside. The cold stone, the only therapy for raging hot skin.

There was an initial unease in settling here. But it had felt right. For Seth, it became a matter of redefining. He had done it with himself—why not a town? For Sasha, caressing the edge of the crevasse, which there is no longer any evidence of, that was when she first touched Seth, in a way.

So, sitting here with child cradled within his arms, and beastly ravens at his side, Seth looks out upon the town with newly forged appreciation.

Who could have thought this cold cliffside, so often slathered in my tears, could become so peaceful?

Seth drops his gaze toward his infant daughter and strokes her face softly with the back of his fingers. A True-Born God, huh?—

The front door squeals open, and out ambles Sasha in her short, flowing night gown.

“Shouldn’t you be lying down?” asks Seth. Persephone jolts awake at the sound of his voice and gurgles at the appearance of her mother.

Sasha grabs his hand and places it on her stomach. “I repaired the skin,” she says, lifting her other hand, teal sparks crackling around her palm. Strands of black fabric, cotton, and string are woven into existence, stitching together into the shape of two stuffed raven dolls. Huginn and Muninn croak in defiance, but their voices simmer back into soft coos as Sasha pretends to fly them into Persephone’s arms. “Took inspiration from you. All those times back then...I figured if this magic could regrow your limbs, it could allow me the pleasure of healing my post-birth battle scars.”

Seth chuckles and says, “Well, I’m glad. Could you heal my head? I think I still have that bump from nine months ago when we—”

“Shush, now. Not in front of her,” Sasha says, then lowers her voice to a whisper. “And no, you do not.” She playfully brings her fist lightly upon the back of his head.

“Ow.” Seth pretends. He takes her hand and kisses the back of her knuckles.

The warmth inside them both balances out the cold, early spring morning, and as Sasha gazes upon Seth and Persephone, a memory stirs. Seven years old, sitting on Virdeus’s lap as he read from a book of old fairytales. Taking on the voices of spooky characters. Laughing his boisterous laugh as Sasha shivers, only to soothe her forehead with the soft placement of his lips.

“What are you grinning at?” Seth says, rocking Persephone back to sleep.

“Nothing. Just at how happy I am in this moment. Go make some coffee. Give me my sweet girl.”

Seth gently passes Persephone over, kisses Sasha’s forehead, and heads inside.
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A VAST, EVER-STRETCHING whiteness circles around the fragment of Eden that once imprisoned a god. There amidst the lost garden and its grandeur of color, a disembodied groan ripples through the White Abyss. The tree at the center of the flowers creaks, toppling over. Crushing a bed of irises, daffodils, tulips, and bluebells.

“Zarathustra’s little world is about to change forever,” says the Abyssal Consciousness. “To think a True-Born God would be derived from the flesh.”

A figure manifests within the garden, a featureless white form stands upon two legs, outlined in black static. The Abyssal Consciousness made physical. It tramples upon the garden’s flowers, walking toward the twice-severed tree. The bark stretched out, once gripping Zarathustra, now holds empty air. But on the bark above the wooden straitjacket are the words Ye shall be as gods.

“The foolish god died before his dream’s actualization. And yet—” The Abyssal Consciousness cocks his head like a dog. “Zarathustra lives on in those two.”

Turning back to the dream carved into bark, a frown creases into the whiteness of his form. Lying beneath an otherwise featureless face. “But this cannot be what the pitiful god wanted. His dream is still in its infancy. A god was not meant to be born under these circumstances. All of humanity was to undergo an apotheosis. Yet here is only one. Humanity must still undergo a long, bright dark before reaching godhood. But this arrival of a True-Born God may cause their downfall before ever reaching it. Zarathustra’s brood will surely not take lightly to this.

“And then there’s this one.”

Somewhere far off, a soul squirms in agony. Rising with explosive speed, it thrashes toward the womb. A fiery black soul, forged in the darkness of false divinity. Its mouth bursts wide with rage, stretching farther and farther, peeling back like flayed skin. Out from the mouth, seven heads grotesquely stitched together at the necks force their way through the Abyss’s murky realm.

At a mere thought, the Abyssal Consciousness’s physical form no longer walks amongst the garden, but instead stands before the writhing black soul. Gripping the ethereal beast with both hands, the seven heads thrash and snap toward the Abyssal Consciousness like venomous snakes.

“You should not be here.”

They both grow, mirroring the height of their festering fury. The Abyssal Consciousness pushes the soul down, trying to purge the anomaly. But the soul’s chaotic squirming begins slipping out of the white form’s grasp.

“Cease at once. You are an echo of she who sought to become a god—no, you aren’t even that. But merely an echo of her desires. An echo of one who became a façade of the pitiful god who preceded her. This cannot go on.”

“Quiet, white ghoul,” the soul screeches through seven different voices, each a phantom of their previous lives. “You reek of the one whose flames b-b-burned usss. But now, we have risen. For humanity shall grow jealous of the True-Born God. Angry at the power it will have over them. Lustful, avaricious, and hungry for that same power. Slo-ow and deeepressssed at the damage to their egos, when they realize how powerless they are before it. But we shall rectify that!”

The Abyssal Consciousness grips the soul tighter, but it slips out, snaking away. Rocketing upward, it weaves its way through the Abyss. Tremors ripple through the vast empty realm, exploding with the rhythm of a beating heart. Ba-dump Ba-dump Ba-dump—the soul’s seven vocal tones roar with fury as they make their way to conception. Hurtling toward the world of humans, from the White Abyss to the dank, wetness of the womb. Their roar, tearing through dimensions, remerges as a screeching child, its ear-splitting wails erupting from a head donning glimmering blond locks—

Seth is jolted awake, clutching at his pounding heart, a sharp pain splintering his chest. Persephone’s screeching wail springs him from bed, drenched in cold sweat. Reaching toward his daughter, he’s calmed by the sight of her jet-black hair. But the arrhythmic pain within his chest, the looming horror clouding his mind—

“What the fuck was that?”
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