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Death liked to take small bites. Growing bouts of muscle weakness, increasing tidbits of cognitive decline, age spots, and wrinkles, a slow deterioration until the victim is too far gone to continue resisting, allowing death to reach out and swallow the soul entirely. 

People often never see death coming because they only watch for the significant events: suspicious lumps in the breast, the sudden tightness in the chest heralding the long-feared heart attack, the gun-wielding crazy ready to kill and die for their fanatical beliefs. To that end, even the strongest structure can be toppled over time if the enemy is patient, only occasionally chipping away at unnoticed pieces while attention is drawn elsewhere.

Small bites. Eating away at the very foundation of the human soul until the predator senses the victim is weak enough for a much bolder attack. 

The divine brightness of the morning sun lent no warmth to the small town of Rifle, Colorado. Breath came in sharp, white puffs as figures bundled head to toe stamped their feet while feeding petrol into their eternally hungry vehicles. Brightly jacketed construction crews carrying oversized thermos of coffee readied for their endless daily cycle of tearing down the worn and temporarily replacing it with the new. Farmers who’d risen in the pre-dawn darkness were busy tending their animals and crops, as farmers had for thousands of years.

Life in rural America went on just as it had for decades. But now, there was an air of desperation in these shrinking towns. Stress levels rose over piles of unpaid bills. Jobs that previously supported couples from the birth of their first child to the golden years of retirement now barely covered half their needed income. Second and even third jobs were commonplace among people just trying to survive the month. Activities previously earmarked for leisure now brought stress as anxious minds continuously wandered back to skyrocketing mortgages, vehicles that required constant, costly maintenance, medical issues too costly for treatment, and disappointed children whose dreams were perpetually out of reach. Even sex had become a strange competition; people fucked because that’s what the primate body demanded, but the subtle pleasures of seduction and romance had faded, the act completed almost as soon as it began. 

Something was dying in America, a way of life slipping away like a drowning man caught in a vicious, unrelenting undertow. Tempers flared as the human mind scoured the environment for a scapegoat; the blame lay all too often at the feet of those who were in some way different, an evil ‘other’ whose death could restore the kingdom to life. Fairy tales and conspiracy theories overrode common-sense solutions in desperate times. The virgin must be sacrificed to appease the volcano god; a fair maiden is chained to a rock in hopes the sacrifice will curry the dragon's favor; the witch is burned at the stake to save the good folk from the clutches of evil.

This was the frame of mind preferred by the inorganic creatures known to some as Archons. Fear, anger, desperation, and the panicked hunt for a place to lay the blame all played into Archontic control. Man kills man in a rash of primate fury while the unseen masters feast on the misery. The Archons understood an energetic shift was taking place on Earth, and only anger and fear could swing things their way. They existed on one side of an invisible wall; their very existence depended on that separation.

For struggling families, however, the notion of being a meal for unseen energy beings that could manipulate their thoughts would have been laughable, even if they had known about them.

“Jamie! Come down for breakfast! I’m not going to tell you again!” Krystine Polk yelled. 

There was no sound from upstairs. Krystine started to swear and stopped self-consciously. Little ears were always listening. Three-year-old Corinne was sitting at the kitchen table in her pink dress and plastic flower hair barrettes, happily spilling milk everywhere while gobbling down Fruit Loops and humming a tuneless song to herself. 

But just because she appeared oblivious to the world didn’t mean she hadn’t heard. Krystine had already had one awkward after-school meeting with Corinne’s preschool teacher, Mrs. Huk, and had no desire for a repeat performance. 

In class one afternoon, the spindly Mrs. Huk had held up a picture of an automobile, asking the kids to identify it. Most of the class had said “car,” but Krystine Polk’s little girl had yelled out, “Learn to drive, asshole!” 

The meeting with Mrs. Huk had been tough because Krystine and her husband, Josh, had had trouble not laughing out loud at the incident. Mrs. Huk made suppressing their giggles all the more difficult with her comically sour expression, drab, shapeless clothes, and an oversized gold crucifix that would have been more at home around the neck of a rap star. She thought little Corinne was on a life trajectory of drug abuse, prison, and whoring herself out. Mrs. Huk made it sound like all those things were possible before Corinne hit Elementary School. Mrs. Huk was the type to say children were the Lord’s greatest gift to humanity while at the same time implying the act that created them was a sin they could never quite rise above. 

Krystine and Josh had solemnly sworn to talk with their daughter about adult language versus kid language and to watch what they said in front of her in the future. Mrs. Huk had recommended they attend marriage counseling at her church because a couple that felt the need to use that kind of language in daily life was, in her glaring estimation, headed for serious trouble. Mrs. Huk relayed the story of a man she’d had a crush on in her youth, a boy who’d seemed exciting and fun; he’d drunk a beer - once - and almost always went five miles over the speed limit. Fortunately, the Lord had directed her attention elsewhere. Although some considered her portly, balding husband boring and stodgy, he’d been her faithful companion for nearly fifty years and had never gotten so much as a parking ticket. That other boy? Well, she’d lost touch with him, but she imagined he’d spent a good portion of his life behind bars. 

 Krystine and Josh agreed to think it over and got out of there. They’d barely made it to the car before they’d collapsed into fits of laughter. Since then, Corinne’s future prison life has become a joke in the Polk household. When Corinne brought home a picture of an elephant she’d crayoned red, Josh had remarked coloring would give her something to do when she was serving a nickel down in Sing-Sing. Neither Krystine nor Josh had any hang-ups about sex, but something about the judgmental eye of Mrs. Huk put them off their usual bedroom frolics for almost a week. 

Krystine allowed herself a moment to appreciate how wonderful everything was, even in the chaotic rush of morning. Her family aroused a sense of love and belonging a younger version of herself hadn’t believed possible until it happened. Baby Corinne, for all the trouble she got into, made Krystine laugh harder than she ever had. 

Her son Jamie, on the other hand, they’d never had a problem with. That boy had come out of the hatch as somber as an undertaker. He was an old man trapped in a little boy’s body. At nine years old, he was just about ready to sit out on the porch and yell at other kids to get off his damned lawn. But lately, Krystine’s serious little bookworm had been getting more rebellious. He was usually downstairs dressed for school and waiting for breakfast before Krystine could stumble down in her red terry cloth bathrobe to make him his habitual scrambled eggs and toast. About a month ago, he’d begun suffering from terrible nightmares, and his screaming would wake everyone in the house. His pediatrician, Dr. Frankel, had assured her it wasn’t unusual for kids to develop short-term sleep problems. Since Jamie hadn’t experienced anything traumatic, it was probably something he’d seen or read. Frankel told her about a six-year-old patient who’d woken up to use the bathroom, then quietly sat on the stairs while his unknowing parents watched ‘Hellraiser’ on television. The kid had spent months having nightmares about having pins pushed into his head and, years later, was still uncomfortable around fish hooks. Frankel had assured her in warm tones Jamie’s night terrors would pass and had prescribed a mild sleeping agent to help. Krystine had left reassured but still a little uneasy. She’d already wondered what Jamie might have seen to give him such nighttime frights. The boy would wake up screaming there was some parasite on him. He kept repeating, “It’s eating my fear. It’s eating my fear!” Krystine couldn’t even begin to understand what that meant. She’d never seen any movie that would have resulted in that nightmare. Few things worried a mother as much as her child having a problem she couldn’t even understand, much less cure. She’d have to place her faith in Dr. Frankel’s assurance the nightmares would go away in time. 

Sometimes, she didn’t understand her strange little boy. She loved him with all the heart a mother could hope to give, but something was lurking behind his emotional walls she couldn’t reach. She’d have to be patient and hope one day he’d let her have a peek at his inner core.

“Josh!” Krystine didn’t have time for nightmares this morning. They were on the verge of running late. Jamie’s eggs were cold on his Spider-Man plate. 

A rotten odor, sulphuric and potent, wafted up her nose. Seeing no apparent source, she sprayed water in the kitchen sink and then flicked on the garbage disposal. 

Josh yelled an inquiry down the stairs. 

“Get Jamie up. We’re going to be late.” 

She caught a brief glimpse of Josh - tie half on, partially shaved - as he dashed from the master bedroom down the hall to the shrine to science that was Jamie’s bedroom. 

Rifle, Colorado, was a sleepy town. Still, even in a place where the population density was smaller than the attendance for the average big-city rock concert, traffic could get crowded in the morning. Commuters and truckers vied for the same small lanes of highway connecting their cozy town to the outside world. She desperately wanted to get the kids dropped off, get her shopping done nearby Grand Junction, and then return home for a long, hot soak in the tub. Her muscles ached just imagining being submerged like a Roman enjoying steam after a hard day of battle. 

Krystine turned her attention back to Corrine, who’d managed to upturn her cereal bowl onto the table, sending milk everywhere, particularly into her lap. “Uh oh!” she said, her brown eyes wide and her little mouth making a perfect ‘o’ shape. 

“Dammit!” The kid was soaked. She’d have to be changed entirely and possibly hosed down. This was shaping to be one of those days when Krystine was tempted to tell everyone to go back to bed and they’d start fresh tomorrow. 

Her stomach rolled as a wave of unreality washed over her. Her head spun as if she’d had a bit too much to drink, only without the warm fuzzy she usually got after a couple of tequila shots. 

“Josh?” 

There was a thump from upstairs. Heavy. Like a body hitting the floor. 

“Josh? Jamie?”

No answer. 

Corrine had managed to remove the top of her sippy cup and was now enthusiastically rubbing orange juice in her hair. 

“Josh? Answer me, goddammit!”

Nothing. 

Worried, angry, and beyond flustered, Krystine stormed over to the stairs. They’d been recently re-carpeted in a shade that had sparked much debate over the difference between light gray and certain hues of sky blue. 

Jamie stood at the top, still clad in his Star Wars pajamas. Behind him, a shaft of sun from the upstairs bathroom skylight lit up the hall, casting the boy’s young face in ugly shadows. 

Krystine breathed a sigh of relief as her stomach continued doing slow rolls. “Sweetie, you need to get dressed. We are so late right now we…”

She trailed off. Jamie had cocked his head and was looking at her with an expression of mild disdain, enhanced by the pallor the brightness behind him caused. 

But it was his eyes that stopped her in mid-sentence. 

Solid black. No pupil. 

Her breath caught in her throat. She tried to speak, croaked, tried again. “Jamie?”

Your boy makes a most excellent vessel. 

Jamie’s lips did not move, but he gave her a cocky half-smile, as a hungry cat might give a pleading canary caught in its claws. 

The voice was loud inside her head. Krystine cringed as a migraine spike jammed into her brain, pain so intense it drove her to her knees. She tried to cry her son’s name, but something unseen constricted her throat, forcing her to gasp for air. She stared at his frail, familiar form, somehow knowing her son was no longer in there. His skin was turning pale white, stricken with thin, black veins. Most disturbingly, the half-smile had grown into a wide, cruel, predatory grin she wouldn’t have thought her gentle son capable of. 

Almost out of her mind with pain and panic, Krystine struggled with every ounce of strength she possessed, but the force constraining her just tightened like a boa constrictor squeezing its prey to death. She fought, but her strength was useless. Something was invading her body, her sacred flesh, draining her will to fight. A tingling numbness descended over Krystine. Her ability to flex her muscles vanished like a puff of smoke. She became a rag doll, a helpless prisoner to whatever this predatory force wanted to do to her. She’d been fortunate to have made it to adulthood without suffering the sting of sexual assault, but her sister hadn’t been so lucky. Krystine had been sympathetic but quite unable to understand the mind-numbing terror violation of the flesh fully. It was the kind of thing only another survivor could truly comprehend. 

Unfortunately, Krystine understood she would not be around long enough to share this tale with anyone else. Her entire body was immersed in a sickening embrace; she could feel every pore being penetrated with oily, probing fingers. Her breath came in short, rapid gasps, her heart pounding so hard she feared it would burst from her chest. Her heartbeat was in her ears, drowning out all sounds around her, skipping around crazily like a rock drummer too zonked out of his mind to keep accurate time. 

Suddenly, strangely, the sensation of being violated gave way to an intense eroticism starting at her feet and massaging its way up her body. She moaned, her panic forgotten as waves of pleasure washed over her. Her skin was electrified, the short hairs rising as what felt like thousands of fingers and tongues teased every inch of her flesh. Krystine’s head fell back as she orgasmed more powerfully than she ever had in her life, the climax not restricted to her genitals but bodily, from her head to her feet. She knew she was shouting and screaming for more, which was perverse as she was still aware her son was watching her from the top of the stairs, but she was powerless to stop it. This was beyond any human sex she’d ever experienced, and she never wanted it to cease. The last of her resistance melted away as she dissolved into bliss. 

And then, with a soft pop, Krystine Polk was no longer in her body but above it, floating away like a helium balloon slipped from a child’s grip. From her new vantage point in the astral plane, she could see her body was in the grip of some terrible serpentine force: black, slimy, and rubbery. It wasn’t eating her exactly; it was draining her. Her twenty-seven-year-old face (she’d always taken secret delight when people assumed she was five years younger than her actual age) now appeared almost geriatric. She’d always been athletic, even after motherhood had tacked on a few unwanted pounds. Now her body was as thin and emaciated as a starving orphan in a United Way commercial. 

Strangely, the loss of her body didn’t upset her much. Now that she was drifting free of it, she could understand how distracting its chemical emotions were. The monster had used her sexuality as a weapon to lull her into giving away the life essence she should have fought with every ounce of strength to keep. The creature killing her was eating her physical and emotional energy, but now she could see there was a part of her it had discarded; the light of her consciousness was somehow separate. Odd, she’d always been taught the soul was a single unit. 

Her fascination was interrupted as she caught sight of her son. Despair washed over her, proving she could still feel emotions on this plane of existence. Jamie Polk was filled with the same slimy dark energy that was eating her, only, unlike her, the light of his consciousness was gone; his body emptied and refilled as easily as dumping out and pouring a glass of water. He was now connected to something even darker and more terrifying than what was happening in her house. No more emotional walls or strange ambiguity; everything she’d adored about Jamie Polk was gone forever. 

Reality faded away like an old movie going to the credits, and Krystine was now floating in a dark abyss, a whirlpool of stinging hate. She was a small light in an eternal darkness, a firefly on a moonless night. She barely had time to register what was happening before she was sucked into the whirlpool. She hadn’t been discarded, after all. Instead, she’d been carved out as a delicacy for a greater evil with an insatiable hunger, whose desire for her was so powerful it momentarily overwhelmed her fear. 

The light of consciousness that had been Krystine Polk winked out as it had never been; her life, her loves, hates, fears and experiences were gone forever, consumed by the madness in the abyss. 

She wasn’t the first, nor would she be the last.




“You don’t need to do anything special, just breathe,” Luce said. 

“Thanks,” Sarah Kincaide said, trying and failing to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

Sarah was sitting cross-legged near the summit of a mountain that might have been in Tibet, Colorado, or the ice planet Hoth. It was cold and constantly snowing, and the air was so thin that deep breaths made her head swim. She was dressed in unfamiliar leggings and a fur cloak that carried the heavy stench of what she assumed was yak. 

Her teeth were chattering. 

Parts of her anatomy were so frozen she feared they’d snap off the minute she tried to move. 

The trouble was, none of it was real. 

Her confusion concerning her surroundings was understandable, given that just a few minutes ago, she’d been in New York, deep in an underground city called Lost Souls. Lost Souls was a sanctuary—possibly the last major one on Earth—for all the non-humans who had survived the various purges throughout history. Those who couldn’t appear human were virtual prisoners here, albeit comfortable ones. They’d begun colloquially calling themselves the Shadow Kingdom. 

Human beings like Sarah sometimes made their way to Lost Souls. Some, like her friend Jason Magus, were evolved beasts reincarnated in human flesh. Such people lived tortured lives, constantly feeling torn apart as the beast that lay in their souls vied for control with the primate brain they’d been born with. Luce, the caretaker of Lost Souls, was considered a master at helping those in desperate need. Despite his blue skin and intimidating ram horns, Luce had the kindest eyes and warmest smile Sarah had ever seen. He spoke in such gentle tones she half-expected him to walk over to a closet and change into a cardigan like Mr. Rogers. Rumor had it he was the son of a Goddess. He treated such stories lightly, preferring to keep the conversation on how he could help the person in front of him. 

Currently, that person is Sarah. Luce had led her to a nice cave near his main quarters and asked her to sit cross-legged on the floor. He joined her, listened intently as she babbled nonstop for several minutes, waited for her to wind down, and then waved his hand. 

And suddenly, they were on this damned mountain. Luce no longer appeared like a blue-skinned devil. He was now human, with skin the color of light mocha. Sarah briefly wondered if she still looked like Snow White with eyes so blue they practically glowed under certain lights. Would-be Romeo’s always remarked on her eyes; those comments had begun to annoy her as early as the sixth grade. She’d told one guy at a party that her eyes were transplants, her original brown ones having gotten poked out in a car accident. Instead of appreciating her attempt at wit, the fool had been sympathetic, marveling at the wonders of modern medicine. She’d heard he’d been quite angry when someone finally broke it to him that there was no such thing as a full eyeball transplant. 

“Okay, why are we on a damned mountain?” Sarah asked, trying to keep her chattering teeth from severing her tongue. 

“We aren’t,” Luce responded cheerfully. “We’re in a nice warm cave underneath New York City.”

“Could have fooled me.” 

“Indeed. This cave has unique properties that can change how your brain interprets the signals sent to it. This looks and feels real, but if you were to get up and walk six feet, you’d be back in New York.”

Sarah looked ahead, blinking through the blinding snow. Less than five feet away was a steep drop-off into what looked like a bottomless chasm. “So, what’s the point here? Am I supposed to get up and walk off the cliff? Like Indiana Jones takes a leap of faith?”

“No,” Luce said. “I’m just curious to see if you can change the scene. The serpent of fire has awakened inside you; the astral light shines continuously behind your eyes. Your senses fool you into experiencing something that isn’t real, yet part of you understands this isn’t the reality you normally live in. It gnaws at you. Spend too much time with conflicting signals duking it out in your brain, and you might snap.”

“It’s comforting you thought potential insanity was a great first lesson.”

Luce laughed, light and genuine. “Oh, you’re beyond mere lessons. You’re made of much sterner stuff than most who find their way here. I’m merely a guide.”

“Great. Guide me out of here.”

“I already have. You must reject the conflicting signals and allow your truth to reassert itself.”

“I don’t suppose you have a copy of The Dummies Guide to Reasserting Reality, do you?” Sarah said glumly.

“You could close your eyes,” Luce said. “Consider that astral light your true guide. Just breathe deep and allow yourself to let this weird scene pass away.”

Sarah did as she was told, unaware of how that could help. Ever since her “awakening,” she’d seen a bright white light in the phosphenes behind her eyes but hadn’t seen any actual use. It mostly made sleeping tough, like having someone shine a spotlight in your face twenty-four hours a day. 

Still, she’d heard enough people lately babble on about “the light” that she knew there had to be something more to it than chronic insomnia. She sometimes wondered if the deeply religious meant this when they claimed they’d ‘seen the light.’ 

“Don’t try and do anything,” Luce was saying. This caused a momentary cognitive dissonance as his voice came from her left, but he’d been on her right in that weird mountaintop. When she realized that, her mind shifted, and his voice started coming from her right. “Allow yourself to stare into the light. Notice that it mesmerizes you, and you become more relaxed as it does. You don’t need to stop this illusion. Just let go and follow the sound of my voice.”

Sarah sighed. There was no point in continuing to mouth off at Luce. He was only trying to help. So, she stared into that strange pale light dancing behind her eyes. After a moment, she felt her muscles begin to relax, and a warm sensation spread through her body as if she had taken a few sips of nice red wine. 

“Good,” Luce said. “Your conscious mind can only tune in to a small handful of signals. What we call reality is just a filtered tunnel. But, deep in your subconscious, a part of you is connected to everything. A handful of conflicting signals doesn’t fool that part. It’s better at interpreting reality than you are. Some call it the Higher Self. A psychologist might refer to it as the id, but names aren’t important.”

“Still not getting the point of this, Luce,” Sarah said. 

“The point, as you put it, is that when you awakened, your daily self and higher self—your ego and id—merged into one. Some say that union is the true nature of illumination, of enlightenment. But you’re still attempting to operate as if they were separate. You’ve spent your entire life ignoring your id and allowing your ego to run the show. That dynamic will no longer work for you.”

“So, I have to shift my perspective to a more integrated one?”

Luce laughed. “Well, you don’t have to shift. I’ve known plenty of people who awakened but clung to their precious egos and refused integration. Those folks tend to be miserable bastards. It’s easy to lapse into paranoia, delusions, or outright insanity. Remember, the constant chattering of the ego is the Archon’s greatest weapon against us. Awakening usually removes the parasite, but some people have become so dependent on them that they can’t function any other way. They’ll continue chattering away as if the alien mind was still part of them.”

“So, I have to stop talking to myself?” Sarah asked. “I’m not sure that’s even possible.”

“Oh, you’ll never achieve 100% silence, but the more time you spend quieting your mind, the more you’ll notice a change in how you think. The Archons force us to stay in touch with a very primitive part of our brains; we fear the jaws of predators. We live in a constant state of fight or flight. The average human being is suffering the devastating effects of adrenalin poisoning, which ages them prematurely and causes attention deficit problems, all of which aid in Archon’s plans. To quiet your mind is to gain control over the fight-or-flight response, to hear the deeper, calmer thoughts from the subconscious and beyond.” 

“Beyond what?” Sarah asked.

“You’ll find that out for yourself in time,” Luce said cryptically. “For now, tell me about your life. What brought you here to me?”

“I already did that in the sitting room. Weren’t you listening?”

“No,” Luce said earnestly. “When friends come to me for help, I tend to check out their energy while they unburden themselves with surface worries.”

“Surface worries? That’s what my concerns were to you?”

“I deal with Therion-Ka,” Luce’s voice dropped to a lover’s whisper. “While your fears of being unable to earn a living in the human world are not without merit, my job is to ensure the beast in your soul doesn’t run off on a killing spree,” Therion-Ka was the name the Shadow Kingdom had given to those born human but were truly the reincarnation of highly evolved animals who had died thousands of years ago at the end of the Aldebaran War. For reasons Sarah didn’t truly comprehend, those who died on Earth could only reincarnate on Earth due to some spiritual quarantine. The majority of non-human colonists trapped here after the war had learned a secret technique, the Rite of Shakti, that allowed them to hide in human flesh, leading their enemies to believe they’d been wiped out. That so many were awakening after eons of slumbering in the depths of humanity was a sign something terrible was on the horizon. 

“I thought we were more evolved than that,” Sarah frowned without opening her eyes, which were, by now, frozen shut.

“In your past life, yes. But the Rite of Shakti allows for far more than the simple co-mingling of spiritual energies and the rewriting of DNA. It allows us to submerge aspects of ourselves deep into the unconscious—so deep that we can die and be reborn over many lifetimes without ever knowing the truth about ourselves.”

“So, why now? Why are these beasts surfacing after so many centuries?” 

“You tell me,” Luce said. “You are, after all, one of them.”

“I’m not…” Sarah started but stopped when she realized he was right. “Weird. I guess I don’t think of myself in that way. Is that unusual?”

“No, no,” Luce reassured her. “Quite common, in fact. As a human being, you’re always being pulled back and forth between the rational being you’ve evolved into and the primate ape you descended from. Your typical Therion-Ka has lived many lives as a human being and has to learn how to coexist with the beast he or she truly is. On the other hand, you were human in your original life until you used the Rite of Shakti to mix your energy with a Rav Karan. In a sense, you have added the power of the raven to your soul, but at your core, you remain an ape.”

“You really know how to make a girl feel special, Luce,” Sarah said, peeling one eye open to glare at him.

A smile quickly whispered over Luce’s face and then was gone. “But also, unlike any human being or Therion-Ka, there is something deeper at work in you. We flippantly refer to it as the power of a goddess, but in practical terms, it can only mean one thing: the Pistis Sophia.”

Sarah shuddered at the name of those ancient beings. “Am I one of them, Luce?”

“That is something we aim to discover. Now, please. Humor me. Tell me of your life.”

So, slowly, Sarah recounted the events of her life. She started with her teen years and how her father had gone crazy, possessed by a reptilian creature she only knew by the name Mot. Mot had somehow understood that Sarah’s mother, Gabrielle, had been the reincarnation of a girl who’d stolen an artifact from him hundreds of years ago. Mot knew that somewhere in Gabrielle’s unconscious lay the location of the artifact and had manipulated Gabrielle into getting it for him, first by destabilizing her already shaky marriage and then by kidnapping Sarah and her brother as leverage. Unfortunately for Mot, Fate intervened and placed Gabrielle’s long-lost soul mate, Daemon Kincaide, in her path. Together, they had managed to prevent Mot from obtaining the artifact, the Book of Nine, but were unable to prevent Sarah’s possessed father from murdering Gabrielle and then killing himself. 

Sarah’s memories of that time were scant. She’d been under the care of a strange bird-like creature named Raum who, instead of torturing Sarah for information as Mot intended, had used the time to begin training her in what she now knew were the ways of the Xanluisei warrior-mystics. 

For ten years, her memories of that time had faded until they’d abruptly emerged one night while she was dancing at the Rattlesnake. She’d drifted into adulthood with no plan. She was obsessed with sex and spirituality despite being uncomfortable with both. Sarah became an exotic dancer with the vague intention of exploring flesh and fantasy as a living goddess. That lofty notion often clashed with the sometimes seedy reality of taking one’s clothes off for money, but Sarah was a dreamer, not a realist. She exposed her flesh for the feeling of freedom it gave her, not to play into the pathetic and selfish sexual desires of her audience. 

Confused and angry, Sarah was taken to see the artifact her mother had recovered, and the Book of Nine spoke to her. She’d seen the truth of her world, how strange creatures called Archons fed on humans like cattle, how the power of the Great Goddesses of the world had been subjugated and forced underground. 

Later, she’d also met her enemy, David Armstrong, a man playing both sides of the war as a human Dominion leader and the reptilian founder of an inhuman terrorist group, the Kashutre. Armstrong had orchestrated not only the murder of her brother but had almost succeeded in unleashing the Archon’s dreaded masters, the Ialdabaoth, from their ancient prison. The power of the Goddess had emerged from Sarah, allowing her to close the Sanguinary Gate that held the Ialdabaoth captive. 

Since then, she’d grappled with the powers running through her, wondering what her place was. 

Luce laughed as she wound down. “Open your eyes.”

Sarah did. The mountain was gone. She was back in the small cave, sitting beside a weird blue lizardman with ram horns. “You took the illusion away. Did I fail?”

Luce laughed again. “I didn’t create or dispel anything. This cave does what it wants. I go along with it. If the illusion disappeared, that was all you were doing. I was only peripherally aware of what you were seeing,” Luce stood. “And you didn’t fail anything. You’ve entered a world where terms like failure and success mean nothing. There is only feedback.”

“So I wouldn't have frozen to death on that fake mountaintop?” 

“Oh no, you definitely could have died there.” Luce chuckled.

“Why is that amusing?”

“It’s one of those ‘you have to laugh or you’ll end up crying’ scenarios,” Luce replied, getting up and gesturing for her to follow him out of the cave. “The cave provides a dramatic example of how our minds always work. Consciously, we can’t tell the difference between a reality truly experienced and one vividly imagined. We fight and kill each other because things that took place in our heads don't match what’s taking place in someone else’s.”

“And these… Archons cause this?” Sarah said, following him out of the room. She shuddered as she passed the cave entrance as if she’d walked through a gust of chilly air. The room beyond the cave was a sitting room of sorts. It reminded Sarah of a therapist’s office. Luce did much of his work here, simply sitting and listening patiently as lost souls poured out their tales of woe. 

“No. To my knowledge, the Archontic infestation is limited to this planet, but I understand that people all over the galaxy experience this reality in a startlingly similar way. We all want to believe that what we see is real. Being able to build spaceships doesn’t change that.” 

Spaceships? “How do you know-?” Sarah started.

“Oh, no, girl. That’s a conversation for another time,” A husky feminine voice interrupted.

 Luce’s wife, Amanda Weller, strode into the sitting room. A tall, black woman, she had the build and grace of a professional swimmer. She wore a charcoal business suit that barely hid the multitude of tattoos covering her body. She’d pulled her braided hair back today, which only enhanced the intimidating stare of her gold-flecked brown eyes. If Luce was Lost Souls’ caretaker, Amanda was its protector. A former soldier who’d spent the majority of her career in black ops, she’d been given the code name “Karma” for her ability to plot strategies that might take months or even years to come to fruition. 

“We have a meeting,” Amanda told Luce. You’re coming, too,” she told Sarah. 

“What’s it about?” Sarah asked. 

“War Council,” Amanda said cryptically. She turned and strode out of the room.

Sarah looked back at Luce. His blue face was wrinkled as if in pain. “We should follow her,” He said quietly. 

The main entrance to Lost Souls was attached to an abandoned tunnel system that might have once been a subway line, sewer channel, or none of these things. New York City was riddled with below-ground projects no one knew about. Some were built and abandoned when the city was still new. Others were part of grand development projects that ran out of money. Decades ago, the city’s homeless began moving into those tunnels to avoid above-ground prosecution. The members of the Shadow Kingdom who couldn’t pass for a human had taken to living in those same tunnels, away from the murderous eyes of their enemy, the Dominion, an organization founded eons ago to ensure human beings maintained their place as the masters of the Earth. 

The homeless had protected the ragged survivors of the Dominion’s secret purges in exchange for blessings and healings. For decades, the entrance to Lost Souls had remained forgotten and sealed until Luce came along and opened it. The hidden city was thousands of years old, and members of the Shadow who’d made their way here barely inhabited a fourth of its space. 

Amanda Weller had financed the construction of an office tower on top to house her security firm. She’d built an elevator that opened right before the circular entrance to Lost Souls. Many of the homeless who’d protected the Shadow in years past were now on Amanda’s payroll. The ones who didn’t want to rejoin the world above at least had access to food, medicine, and clean clothes. 

Luce and Sarah stepped out of the entrance. For Sarah, it felt like walking through a cold, light shower. From the tunnel side, the entrance appeared as nothing more than an elaborate circular design carved into the concrete wall. Only a handful of beings could get in without Luce’s direct assistance. 

Amanda was waiting impatiently by the elevator. She pressed the up button, then crouched down for the retina scan that would allow the doors to open. 

Luce and Amanda got in. 

Sarah followed.




The top floor of ShadowLux Security housed Amanda’s expansive office and equally large conference room. The furniture had an old English cottage feel: dark wood, brown leather couches with maroon pillows, and gold trim. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave one a breathtaking view of the city from all angles. The sky outside was overcast, light freezing rain sprinkling the glass. A heavy oak wood table at its center could comfortably seat a dozen people in the leather chairs surrounding it. The room carried the scent of sandalwood. 

Only one man occupied the room. He was dressed in all black, with his long, straight, blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. He had the pale, sharp features and blue eyes of a Scandinavian. He was facing away from the door, hands behind his back, watching the congested traffic down below with the countenance of a bored hawk. 

He turned as Sarah entered the room, his face breaking into a rare smile. Sarah rushed to embrace her elusive adopted father before he vanished in a puff of smoke. Daemon Kincaide had always been a mysterious figure, but given all the rumors she heard about his activities these days, it almost seemed like four or five of him were running around. 

She hadn’t seen him in several months, not since they’d met at Calvary Cemetery to lay her brother to rest next to her mother. Daemon’s eyes were baggy, and he sported unusually scraggly facial stubble. 

“What’s wrong?” She asked him.

Daemon shook his head. “I’ll tell you at the meeting,” He let out a long, dejected sigh and tried to smile again, but it came out pained. “How are things with you and Tyler?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “With all the terrible things happening today, you’re worried about my social life?”

 “There’s not much love in the world right now. We have to hold on to what little we have,” Daemon looked away as he spoke as if watching a sad memory play out in his head.

“Well, we’re taking things slow,” Like glacier slow. “We may have been an item thousands of years ago in another lifetime, but I’ll need some wooing in this one.”

Daemon was spared a response to that with the entrance of Amanda and Luce. Luce had changed, transforming from a blue-skinned devil into the man she’d seen on the imaginary mountaintop. 

Amanda, the saint, carried a tray with a coffee pot and several mugs. She barely set it down before Sarah pounced. It had been nearly two hours since her last cup of joe, and she was starting to detox. 

Amanda enveloped the chair at the head of the table. Luce sat to her left, Daemon to her right. This seemed predetermined. 

Sarah took the seat next to Daemon. 

“We’re just waiting for Mato,” Amanda said. 

Sarah smiled at that. The gentle Native American man had helped her get settled in Los Angeles.

Naturally, she
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