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      Ends, like beginnings, are tenuous times. This story begins at the end of things, in the last age of humankind, before the planet was destroyed by the sun. In the wake of an ice age and millennia-long wars, Earth’s weary populace united under a single dictatorial government known simply as the State. Cyborgs, psychic agents and robotic mercenaries became the henchmen of this all-seeing regime. Humanity no longer looked to the stars for answers—yet, the stars were watching them.

      Alas, hope was not lost—not completely. A collection of rebellious metacriminals—stalwart Lightworkers known as Stewards of the Light—covertly preserved the forgotten truths of days gone by. Although once myriad, only one remained.

      Tonight, an ancient enemy approached planet Earth. Its dark, shadowy hand reached from the depths of space, intent on finding the hidden location of The Last Steward of the Light—the only hope for protecting the Known Universe from certain doom. Its nefarious purpose: to either turn the Lightworker into a denizen of darkness… or destroy him outright.
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            Spellbound, Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dateline: Los Angeles Megacity, Cypher District, on New Year’s Eve in the Earth Year Treble-Treble-Treble Nine. (Present Day).

      

      

      It was a chilly New Year’s Eve, the last before the year One Billion. Gabriel, an off-duty psychic investigator, briskly walked along Sunset Boulevard. A brilliant strand of holograms and streetlights stretched as far as the eye could see. This was the sprawling and bustling Cypher District, a space where the city’s flotsam and jetsam mingled—mostly to escape the prying eyes of the State. It was exactly the type of place an Agent like Gabriel shouldn’t be, but he was always a bit of a rebel; tonight was no exception.

      He stopped in front of The Black Cat, the oldest establishment on the boulevard—one that dated back to a time when the District was better known as Hollywood. The tavern courtyard was devoid of markings, only a single, old-fashioned wooden sign hung high above, gently creaking in the wind. The wooden artifact was a throwback to days gone by. A single spotlight illuminated the sign unevenly, shining prominently on a mischievous-looking black cat dancing and grinning with a fiddle in tow. The cat’s wide eyes followed patrons no matter where they walked, like a cheap funhouse trick.

      Gabriel could hear periodic crescendos of clanking glasses and the garbled murmurs from the lively crowd inside. As he reached for the door, he shivered, not because of the bone-chilling cold, but because he felt something watching from the dark expanse above.

      Once he was inside the tavern, Gabriel peered through the narrow slit between the old wooden doors.

      A shooting star ripped through the night sky and majestic streams of sapphire and purple light bathed the courtyard. After a flash of light and a rumble of thunder, something decidedly otherworldly began to materialize in the fog bank that was slowly rolling in.

      From his present position, Gabriel couldn’t quite make out the figure’s details; the more he stared at it, the more it changed its shape—almost as if it was reacting to his perception. By every account he knew he should be frightened, but he couldn’t shake a sense of déjà vu; somehow he knew this supernatural being.

      Gabriel slipped into the shadows and found a seat at the bar, keeping his eyes glued to the door all the while.

      As the celestial being entered the tavern, it appeared—or, more accurately, chose—to be a tall young human, dressed in a stylish, outdated overcoat that almost reached the floor. As it removed a knit hat, a tuft of black hair with streaks of blue and purple haphazardly spilled over its tall forehead, partially obscuring its glowing amber eyes. Its nose was narrow and pronounced, running down a long, chiseled face. Its complexion resembled Italian marble—smooth, pale and flawless. Any guess as to the being’s age would be difficult. It appeared youthful in the flesh, but its attire and demeanor belied its physical form.

      Gabriel watched as the mystical being quickly surveyed the room, scanning the mixed crowd. It was comprised of rich Bel-Air cyborgs enhanced beyond recognition, rebellious counterculture San Angelenos who were simply there to make the scene, and a handful of Rogue metacriminals conducting under-the-table deals.

      The shapeshifter casually sat down beside Gabriel and flagged the attention of the bartender, a young woman in her twenties. She moved about the bar with the precision of a monarch butterfly; she was fast, light and graceful.

      “Name your poison?” she asked with a rehearsed and slightly detached air, almost as if reading from a script.

      “Just a seltzer water.”

      The bartender nodded and placed her index finger on a metallic strip running along the center of the bar, which activated a holographic interface. She used gestures to manipulate the virtual register, most likely with custom implants in her fingertips. After placing the order, she dismissed the projection with another tap on the control strip.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said as she slid the drink across the bar, “I mean, this sounds like a line, but I get the feeling we’ve met before, haven’t we?”

      The celestial being tried to read her mind. Gabriel followed suit, to no avail; inside, she was just a twisted mass of metal, synthetics and wires.

      “Yes, we met a long, long time ago, the day your binary code sparked to life... the day you became self-aware. You’re a Genesis-class android—serial number Seven-Twelve, if memory serves?”

      “I’m not a serial number,” she barked back in an emotional outburst that was not only atypical, but should have been impossible, given her programming.

      “What should I call you then, child?”

      “Just call me Genesis.”

      “Of course. As you wish. I meant no disrespect,” the being said. Its voice was kind, soothing, and seemed to reset the code within her emotional inhibitor. “As I was saying, Genesis, I was there when Yantra and the DEEP RED scientists celebrated your birth. It was his brightest and darkest hour.”

      “Yes, I was activated nearly one thousand Earth Years ago, the same day my maker died… well, the day his body died, anyway. But, that would make you... well, impossibly old.”

      “That all depends, my dear.”

      “On what?”

      “Whether or not I’m human.”

      For a Synthetic, Genesis displayed another unusual emotion: surprise.

      “I’ve only a few memories of my maker; our time together was so short.”

      “Remember this, then: he adored you. To him, you were perfection.”

      She paused for a moment and processed the being’s words, conjuring a digital deluge of old data. Incapable of tears, and with a limited capacity for emotional responses, Genesis nevertheless looked shaken. Maybe it was a hiccup in her programming, or maybe she simply turned off her memory and emotion transmitters, but Genesis blinked her eyes twice and was back to her normal self.

      Without making eye contact, or continuing their discussion, the android said, rather distractedly, “Two thousand credits for the drink, please.”

      The stranger threw a few bank notes on the table, much to her displeasure.

      She pointed to the authentication disc and said, “Listen, I don’t want trouble, but cash hasn’t been in circulation since the last ice age.”

      “That’s all I’ve got,” it replied with a shrug.

      I’d hate to report you, but—”

      “There’s no need to bother the State with a petty crime on New Year’s Eve,” Gabriel interjected, “I’ll cover it.” His handsome smile was both disarming and charming, without seeming at all contrived. Gabriel was tall, thin and had striking blue-green eyes that shifted color depending on the light. Short-cropped loose blonde curls framed his pale face.

      He pressed his index finger on the disc and waited a moment. When it glowed green, Genesis turned and said, “For an Agent, you keep curious company these days, Gabriel. Be careful with this one.”

      Without any additional pleasantries, she walked away.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, why don’t you have implants?” Gabriel inquired. “The last time I saw a bank note was in the Megacity Museum of the Antiquity!”

      “Is that a polite way of calling me a relic?” The stranger asked sarcastically. “It’s okay, call me old-fashioned if you’d like, but all this so-called technology is a slippery slope, Gabe. Some of the folks in this bar have more plastic in them than our bartender. At what point do you cross the threshold from human to machine? Aren’t those individual flaws, strengths and quirks that you try so hard to eradicate the very things that make you human?”

      It paused and pointed to someone across the bar.

      “Look at the Enforcer there... the one sniffing for Rogue Plastic. I’m not sure who’s less human, Genesis or the Agent.”

      Gabriel put down his drink and looked across the bar.

      Like all Enforcers, the Agent’s grooming and wardrobe only served to mute any hints of gender or personality. Androgyny was encouraged—and at times mandated—by the State, particularly for undercover investigators. To be neither handsome nor pretty, male nor female afforded an Agent of any rank or office with the ability to blend in. One could be a chameleon, depending on the situation. This Agent was no exception. The Enforcer donned a stylish, angular State-issued dress. The crisp, white garment ran neck-to-knee, with a slit on the right hip. The Agent’s shoulders were exposed, but white leather gloves concealed the Enforcer’s hands and arms. Matching platform boots ran up to the knee as well, and neatly concealed a set of laser holsters behind both calves.

      Using his intuition alone, Gabriel surmised the Enforcer identified as male. Were it not for the unusual eye modifications, however, he would find this particular Enforcer unspectacular. The micromesh, frameless implants were surgically fused to the Agent’s face, purposely obscuring his real eyes, if in fact they still existed. Unlike earlier chromed models, the micromesh worked like a second skin, moving and fusing effortlessly with the organic tissue around it, thanks to nanotechnology. The effect was off-putting; the Agent looked like some sort of alien-human hybrid.

      With the meticulousness of an android, the Enforcer slowly moved his shaved head, scanning every face in the room. During one of his sweeps, the Agent locked gazes with Gabriel and then with the being next to him. He tilted his head to the side and paused, perhaps gathering that the being wasn’t equipped with implants. Two faint red beams glowed beneath the Agent’s mesh lenses and then faded as quickly as they appeared. For reasons unknown to Gabriel, the Enforcer left his post, but not before whispering something into an H-V wristband embedded in his glove.

      As the Agent walked towards the other side of the bar, Gabriel got a good look at the back of his skull; a metallic casing spanned from ear to ear and from the base of his neck to his crown. This expensive State-issued cerebral implant, common among Enforcers, provided him with a secure uplink to a State database system that enabled him to search, catalogue and report violations. The casing was lined with hundreds of minuscule LEDs, each flickering on and off like distant pulsars.

      “Ok... I see what you mean,” Gabriel acquiesced.

      The stranger smiled and continued its rant. “I look at you and see more than the sum of your bones, flesh and electric impulses in your brain—there’s a fire that transcends your physical being. When I look at Genesis, I see an impressive package of plastic, wires and code. Sure, she can process some degree of emotion, but do not be mistaken; she (or more accurately, it) may be self-aware, but there’s no soul inside—not yet. No amount of binary code or positronic programming can overcome that. A consciousness without a soul is a very dangerous thing, Gabriel.”

      Chills ran up Gabriel’s spine. Intuitively, he knew the stranger was hiding something. Despite the intriguing lecture about humanity, there was something... well... characteristically alien about the being’s voice. From time to time, Gabriel swore that he heard two or more voices overlapping, resulting in a slight (almost imperceptible) trailing and preceding whisper. This effect was particularly pronounced on the ends and beginnings of words with soft consonants like S and Z. Gabriel would later recognize this vocal signature as being a combination of spoken and thought words. Sometimes, he would hear the being’s thoughts a few seconds before they were physically uttered—a sort of clairvoyant pre-echo. This was a singular phenomenon that he’d never experienced as an intuitive.

      ‘I know that voice!’ Gabriel thought. He’d heard it in his dreams many times, but he couldn’t remember how or why it had haunted him.

      He asked the same question Genesis had a few minutes earlier, “Have we met before?”

      “You really don’t remember me at all, do you? I was a loyal friend to your grandfather, Elijah. You and I crossed paths when he was attacked, the night that Björn the Betrayer came back.”

      A whisper came from somewhere deep inside and Gabriel blurted it out, without giving it a second thought.

      “You’re one of The Star Gods—The First of Seven, aren’t you?”

      It nodded its head and grinned.

      “I’m getting rusty. Perhaps my spell wasn’t as strong as I thought,” the deity whispered under its breath.

      Gabriel squinted his eyes and tried to search for more memories or intuitive downloads, but he hit an uncharacteristic metaphysical brick wall—as if parts of his past were conveniently edited out. He felt the same block whenever he tried to read the stranger’s mind.

      Gabriel swirled the blue synthetic ale around in his glass and furrowed his brow. As a general rule, Agents avoided drinking because it lowered one’s defenses and created a vulnerability. As a Steward of the Light, his grandfather had imparted the same wisdom. But it was New Year’s Eve, so he threw caution to the wind for the first time in years.

      “To the Year One Billion,” Gabriel said as he raised his glass and took a sip.

      “And to old friends,” the mysterious being added.

      Perhaps it was his body reacting to the synthetic ale, or maybe it was the white noise in the bar, but Gabriel fell into a trance. He closed his eyes and felt a sharp pain in his crown chakra, as if an unseen hand was hammering a nail into his skull. Someone was jacking into his mind without a warrant—this metacrime was equivalent to breaking and entering, unless it was coming from the State itself, in which case something top-secret must be going on. Despite being off-duty, the Agent part of Gabriel’s personality could never rest. He closed his eyes and focused. He was unable to see anything or ascertain who the intruder was, but he did hear the sound of wings flapping... several wings, as if birds were overhead.

      “I’ve had enough of this,” Gabriel murmured to himself, and began to sever the connection.

      When he opened his eyes, the deity was staring at him curiously. In the dim candlelight, the being’s face appeared spectral, with large shadows around the eye sockets and nose. Its coat also appeared to have shifted slightly, phasing in and out of the dimension as the being moved.

      “Are you okay, sir?” it asked.

      “I thought I heard something,” Gabriel replied.

      “You heard the birds too, didn’t you?”

      “How did you know wh—?”

      “Shhhh. There are Wolves among us.”

      He hadn’t heard that phrase for years. Not since...

      Before Gabriel could question the celestial being, sharp laughter rose and fell behind him like a tidal wave. One laugh rose above the rest, barraging Gabriel’s ears with periodic baritone exaltations. It belonged to an inebriated man, celebrating with two of his coworkers. At first glance, the man looked a lot like Gabriel, except for his ginger hair, which was redder, straighter and a bit longer than Gabriel’s. Judging by the triangular transceiver attached to his belt holster, this man was an M-8 Agent, like Gabriel, probably from the nearby Bel-Air Precinct.

      As Gabriel stared at the Agent, the sensation in his forehead returned, followed by a vision of the red-headed man lying dead in a dumpster. Startled by this premonition, Gabriel dropped his glass and jumped back as it shattered on the floor.

      When Gabriel looked up, the red-headed man was gone.

      “Where did he go?” Gabriel asked.

      “The man you saw in your vision? He slipped out the back exit. I fear it was a grave error on his part,” the ancient deity replied flatly. “Now he’s in the clutches of one of The Seven Shadows. More will come, just not on horseback as the old tomes once predicted. Aye, The Dark Ones are far subtler than that. By the time you see them, it will be too late. They will devour all Known Worlds. That’s why I have returned. I’m here to protect you and at least halt Earth’s inevitable destruction.”

      Gabriel’s face turned white.

      “You’ve seen it then? The end—the eternal darkness? Just as your grandfather Elijah did?”

      Gabriel nodded. He’d been haunted by dreams of a coming apocalypse since he was seven years old.

      “Know this: the dreams and visions are all true. The end is nigh, but the final chapter is not written. You, Gabriel, are the key to that—an unexpected wrinkle in their plans. All that once happened is not doomed to repeat, not if we can learn from it. But I digress… Let’s focus on the here and now. I can protect you, but require one thing: your complete trust. Can you do that, old friend?”

      “Yes. I don’t know why, but yes, I trust you.”

      “Good. I can tell you this much: you won’t die. Not tonight.”

      All of the blood left Gabriel’s face.

      “Don’t look now, but I’m afraid we have company,” the being said with a grimace.

      The Enforcer was back, this time with two backup Agents.

      “Jacks!” Gabriel said with a gulp.

      “Who?”

      “Not who, what… they’re Mindjackers… Extractors. These skilled psychics can break into people’s minds and extract information against their will. I felt one try to read me earlier. Most average humans don’t stand a chance against them.”

      “Well, thankfully, I’m not human and you’re not average. Let’s go!”

      Without another word, the shapeshifter moved into the crowd.

      The three Agents followed, but the celestial being had already vanished by taking on a new appearance. Gabriel followed the deity’s lead and moved into the crowd, which was now gathering like cattle in the center of the room, watching a holographic projection of the New Year’s festivities downtown.

      As the clock struck midnight, the noise level in the bar became unbearable. Gabriel used this to his advantage and slipped through the front door undetected. The headache-inducing sea of clanking glasses and shrill screams of merriment made it impossible for the Agents to tune-in. For now, at least, Gabriel was safe.

      The air outside was even colder and thicker than it was a few hours earlier. Bathed in fog and the pale light of the full moon—the second in less than a month—the air glowed around him. Southern California was usually immune to winter, but tonight it clearly found the City of Angels.

      Gabriel paused just as he was about to take a shortcut through the alley adjacent to the tavern. It was a sense of déjà-vu, or perhaps precognition that stopped him dead in his tracks. He knew that something bad had happened there, or was about to happen. Perhaps both.

      In the distance two figures were in some sort of argument or struggle. The thick fog prevented Gabriel from seeing any details. They were just dark inkblots, shifting in and out of view. In fact, one of them literally had no shape—it was The Great Shadow of which the star-being spoke. Gabriel intuited that the other was the ginger-haired M-8 Agent.

      He felt a tap on his shoulder. An unusual static charge accompanied it.

      “I wouldn’t go that way if I were you,” it said.

      Gabriel turned. Much to his relief, it was his new–or perhaps old–friend from the bar. The being’s appearance, however, had shifted a bit from their last encounter. It was now nearly seven feet tall, possibly taller, and looked imposing in the moonlight.

      “It’ll be the death of you,” it added sternly and prophetically.

      Gabriel said nothing, unsure what the appropriate response was to that sort of comment.

      As the wind blew the stranger’s hair from its face, Gabriel let out an audible gasp. What stood before him was clearly not a man or woman, and most definitely not human, either.

      Its face was beautiful and frightening all at once. Light reflected on—or perhaps, more accurately, emanated from—its skin. Now more than ever, the skin appeared like polished marble. Above the high cheekbones, two amber eyes twinkled like binary stars. Although the moon was bright, its eyes did not reflect it, or any other physical object for that matter. Rather, they glowed from within. Although devoid of an iris, small golden flecks of brown, yellow and orange light coalesced, sparkled and danced about the center of each eye like tiny fire embers.

      It began to speak psychically to Gabriel, using STJÄRNLJUS, a persuasive technique employed by the immortal Star Gods.

      ‘LEAVE NOW OR YOU WILL DIE.’

      Blinding light shined from its eye sockets and its voice filled Gabriel’s mind until it drowned out any other thought.

      Behind the deity, Gabriel saw a terrible shadowy mass rise from the alleyway.

      The Old Star God in front of him grew in size, until it towered above the highest skyscraper in the L.A. Megacity. Then, it threw a bolt of lightning towards the wraith.

      A terrible shriek filled the heavens as the shadowy creature retreated into the cloudbank above. Then, torrential rain began to pelt the City of Angels as The Ancient Shadow moved across the sky.

      Gabriel’s survival instinct kicked-in and he ran to the first available automated hovercab. He placed his hand on the authenticator and waited for the pod door to open. Before entering, he glanced over his shoulder again.

      The Shadow had seemingly vanished, for now at least. At first, he believed the celestial being was gone as well. However, several feet away from the taxi, Gabriel spied a large black cat keeping watch atop a rusty trash bin. It bore an uncanny resemblance to the cat on the sign.

      Two large amber eyes glowed in the darkness. The cat’s tail shifted in and out of the dimension as it moved left to right.

      “Herregud!” he whispered to himself.

      An automated voice calmly prompted Gabriel, “Destination Herregud is invalid. Please speak slower or request a valid destination.”

      “Sorry... Autopilot to Doheny and Sunset,” Gabriel said distractedly.

      “Affirmative. Please stand by. Switching to terrestrial navigation due to heavy Skyway traffic.”

      The engine quietly engaged and the on-board computer homed in on the first available terrestrial route. Gabriel sunk into the soft rear seat and watched the streetlights flash by. Everything was a blur after that, thanks to the neurotoxins in the synthetic ale. He knew better, and he was now paying the price for not following Elijah’s advice. It would take a few hours for his psychic vibration to return to normal. Sleep was in order.

      Although he wasn’t sure how, Gabriel somehow found his way safely into his own bed and had already pulled up the covers, warming up his chilled bones.

      “No more synthetic spirits,” he grumbled in a gravelly voice. Gabriel closed his eyes and promised himself that the only spirits he’d deal with henceforth were the metaphysical kind.

      He stole a few hours’ sleep, but was awakened prematurely when the grandfather clock in the hall struck zero three hundred hours. The veil between dreams and reality was paper-thin. Anything was possible.

      He gazed at the window, half expecting to see something staring back.

      Rain rhythmically tapped like a metronome against the glass, while silver streaks of water blurred the night skyline into a twinkling mass. Gabriel stared listlessly at the surreal view of L.A. He felt like he was inside his own impressionist painting—everything was recognizable, but slightly off.

      As thunder rumbled through the thin walls of his old apartment, he smirked and looked beyond the mountains.

      “Is that you Grandpa?”

      He took the ensuing rumble as a yes.

      To this day, the sound of thunder conjured up fond memories of Elijah. As a child, his grandfather attributed the rumblings to The Star Gods. With each roll of thunder, the old man weaved tall tales about mischievous beings fighting in the night skies above. Gabriel would fall asleep seeing (and hearing) the cosmic battles playing in the theatre of his mind. Although it had been nearly fourteen years since he’d passed, his grandfather left a gap that was never properly filled. Right now, Gabriel would give anything to hear one of the old man’s stories again. After his run-in with the supernatural being at the bar, however, Gabriel now realized they weren’t such tall tales after all.

      He turned restlessly in bed and stared at the ceiling tiles. Even the mighty Himlens Väktare would find it difficult to ease the sense of dread that was creeping through his veins tonight. The knot in his stomach had returned, worse than before... Gabriel could feel, sense and taste danger.

      Without warning, the power grid failed, and the city was cloaked in a veil of darkness.

      Gabriel heard a shuffling of feet on the roof.

      A terrible hissing sound accompanied them, followed by a loud thud. He saw something rustle in the tree outside his window.

      Gabriel waited nervously in the pitch dark. In the absence of stars and streetlights, the city was ominously black. Although there was no light, a Shadow somehow passed in front of the window, making the darkness even darker. A few branches from a Jacaranda tree scratched his bedroom windowpane—like nails on a chalkboard—as the creature peered into his bedroom. Six red eyes looked in from the night.

      The Shadow began to hiss, uttering a name that Gabriel dared not speak aloud, “Esssssurrrussssssssss.”

      Just as the Shadow began to pass through the glass pane, an enormous fiery object hurled itself towards the window. Its bluish-purple light burned hot and bright. The shadowy creature retracted and fled in horror.

      Gabriel heard several sets of wings flapping and the light dimmed. Now only a faint blue glow illuminated the tree.

      He owed gratitude to the second presence, which now sat on a nearby branch. Gabriel’s veins pulsed with adrenaline as he carefully moved to the edge of the bed to get a better look.

      Framed against the black sky, he saw a large, beautiful winged being. Even in its crouched position, it was taller than a grown human. It was surrounded by a series of overlapping iridescent wings—more than Gabriel could count in a single glance, though he wagered half a dozen. At first, the wings seemed to reflect light and change shape. Upon closer inspection, he thought they somehow produced their own light. It was the same faint bluish-purple of twilight.

      Two shimmering eyes met his. They smoldered like amber embers. Ice-cold chills ran up his spine. He knew those eyes. They belonged to the alley cat and the stranger from the bar.

      Whatever it was, it grinned, as if it could read his thoughts.

      He heard a rustling as it stood up. It outstretched its myriad feathers and revealed a muscular, humanoid form. Its blue skin was smooth and shiny, like cold marble. The being had razor-sharp talons for feet, but possessed humanoid arms and hands. Its nose was aristocratically long and narrow—somewhat beak-like, but fashioned of the same smooth skin that covered its arms and torso. The being’s face was also long and dignified. Its fine, blue mid-length hair was as soft as the down of a bird.

      As the shapeshifter approached, Gabriel felt his heart skip a beat or two.

      ‘So we meet again,’ it said telepathically. ‘Soon you will remember who I am.’

      Gabriel tried to jump to his feet, but he clumsily fell off the edge of his bed, hitting his head on the hardwood floor with a thud. The sound of the rain became more and more distant, until all he heard was the beating of his own heart juxtaposed against the sound of wings flapping.

      He blacked out for several minutes.

      When he finally opened his eyes, the being was inside his room, and Gabriel was lying in its lap.

      His pain and fear were replaced with a feeling of calm and safety. Gabriel sensed the same unusual static charge he felt outside the bar. This time, it was accompanied by a pulsating warmth that coursed through his body. Every nerve, chakra and hair was stimulated—almost euphorically. As the being spoke to Gabriel, the sensation intensified and his pain disappeared.

      “I will do you no harm. I come with a message only—namely, that you are in danger. Be still, and see what I see,” it said, touching his forehead.

      The stranger’s fingers burned with the intensity of a thousand suns and the enormous pressure on his forehead caused his vision to blur. Gabriel closed his eyes and fell into the mystical being’s arms. He felt as if he was drifting endlessly, like Alice falling through the rabbit hole.

      When the falling sensation ceased, Gabriel opened his eyes again. He was not dreaming, but he might as well have been. However fantastic it seemed, Gabriel realized he was flying high above the L.A. Megacity, right over the Cypher District. His wings were spread in the night sky, and he felt the cool wind tickling his feathers. Despite his best efforts to move or change course, Gabriel was paralyzed. Eventually he understood that he was no longer in his body and the wings were not his own. He was a psychic stowaway—a distant observer seeing and feeling everything through It, whatever It was. Gabriel had come across various forms of good and evil in his work. So, although he was uncertain of its origin or its species, for that matter, he had an overwhelming sense that this supernatural being was not only intrinsically good, but also the absolute antithesis of evil. He also felt it was ageless, timeless and deathless. With his fears assuaged, at least for the moment, he gave in to the psychic experience and let the immortal take control. After doing so, he was one with its body and mind, and no longer felt trapped. It was as if he was in a perpetual dream-state... seeing and feeling everything omnisciently, with a sense of emotional detachment.

      Gabriel smelled exhaust fumes as the immortal flew high above the city. In what seemed like an instant, it changed direction, opened all its wings and descended silently in the shadows of an alley.

      Telltale trappings of a grand celebration were all that remained from the night before; rain-soaked clumps of soggy confetti, broken beer bottles and cheap party favors shone in the eerie blue light emanating from its wings.

      The immortal took a deep breath. It seemed to smell everything in amazing detail, from the sweet honeysuckle a block away to the aroma of approaching rain: an earthy, musky blend of wet dirt and asphalt, mixed with sharp tones of ozone. All these pleasant scents did little to mask the pungent smell of death that was also permeating the alley.

      Instinctively, the celestial being walked over to a nondescript dumpster and pointed inside with a long, slender index finger. Strewn amidst the broken glass and New Year’s garbage lay the wet, lifeless body of a man who bore a striking resemblance to Gabriel. Icy raindrops gently kissed his bruised cheeks. With each drop of rain, the ruby scabs on his forehead dissolved and ran like watercolor into his ginger hairline. The man’s cloudy blue eyes stared helplessly at the swirling grey abyss above.

      Gabriel gasped when he recognized the man from The Black Cat.

      His arms were stretched perpendicular to his body. Everything about the arrangement of his body seemed painstakingly premeditated. In his right hand, he still gripped what appeared to be the remains of a necklace—the center portion, some sort of protective amulet, was partially obscured by his fingers. Due in part to the weather, and perhaps some other cause, his body was decomposing faster than usual.

      Though its ancient language was different than Gabriel’s, and it appeared to think in song, Gabriel was able to read the immortal’s thoughts. From its internal song, a name kept echoing as a refrain.

      ‘Jacob... His name was Jacob, wasn’t it?’

      Gabriel knew the answer without asking.

      ‘Yes—please quiet your thoughts, little one!’ it replied. ‘We’re not alone.’

      In the distance, there was a sudden movement. Someone—or, some-thing—else was there. Without it ever communicating the fact, Gabriel understood the cosmic being was incapable of fear, and it was impervious to most danger. But despite the entity’s apparent powers, its instinct told it to avoid whatever was in the periphery at all costs—not out of concern for itself, but for Gabriel’s own wellbeing.

      ‘We have no time... Pity, as he is deserving of a proper burial, not this blasphemy.’

      The immortal wiped the blood and rain from the man’s face and kissed his lips, the way a mother would kiss a child. In his telepathic connection with the entity, Gabriel felt what it felt, and could understand some if its complex thoughts. Although Jacob was dead, a dim essence of his life force still clung to the body. As the entity took a deep breath, there was a sensation of warmth followed by a wall of sadness. The area around the dumpster was charged and Gabriel sensed Jacob’s energy.

      “Take your place with your brothers and sisters above. It was not your time, but you’ll be safe now, my dear child,” it whispered into his ear.

      A spark of gold light illuminated the alley, and his energy shot into the night sky, towards the moon. During that brief spark, Gabriel saw something crouched in the shadows, about ten feet away from the dumpster. There was a sinister cry from the darkness—shrill and angry. Gabriel’s blood froze as six fiery eyes stared in his direction. Though he’d never seen one up close, Gabriel knew this was one of The Seven Shadows Elijah had warned him about as a child.

      Somehow The Shadow read Gabriel’s thought, even from within the mind of the immortal.

      ‘You must learn to whisper your thoughts, Gabriel. I fear we’ve outstayed our welcome. The Dark Liege is calling its denizens.’

      The immortal unfurled its wings and hovered high above. From here, Gabriel could see the dumpster, the body and the dark entity in the corner.

      A murder of crows circled above Jacob’s body for several moments before one of them landed on his shoulder. It let out a sharp “Caw!” and pecked meticulously at his arm. One by one, they all landed in a circle around him. Gabriel knew the other entity was there as well, moving them into place like a demented conductor.

      His lifeless eyes welled with rain. First the right eye, then the left overflowed. Each formed a small line from his eye to his ear.

      He seemed to weep one last time before the crows commenced their feast.

      Suddenly everything was blurry. Then, Gabriel felt compassion welling in the immortal as it wept.

      ‘We’ve seen enough. Hold on as—’

      ‘Wait,’ Gabriel interrupted. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

      ‘Yes. Hrókr, The Dark Liege, better known as Deception, is one of The Seven Shadows. You’ve met one of this being’s puppets before—a young pupil of Elijah’s named Björn. Soon you will remember this. It sees with The Six Eyes of Esurus, the darkest being in the Known Universe.’

      ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Meaning your planet is doomed, as are you if we stay here any longer. Deception’s sole purpose is to betray (and ultimately consume) any living thing that crosses its path—but its primary purpose on Earth is to destroy The Last Steward of the Light.’

      “You mean, me?”

      ‘Yes. Jacob is dead tonight because Deception killed the wrong M-8 at The Black Cat. You see, besides looking a lot like you, he fits your profile; Jacob was wildly talented, orphaned at a young age, and was considered a disciplinary challenge. Soon, however, Deception will realize its error. It’s just a matter of time before it finds you.’

      “But—”

      ‘Enough! Let me get us out of harm’s way and I’ll answer any other questions you have.’

      The immortal closed its eyes. A vision of a phoenix entered its consciousness. When its eyes opened, its body had physically transformed into that vision, too.

      Like a great chariot of fire, the phoenix blazed across the heavens, resembling a shooting star to any human onlooker below. While Gabriel was connected with the being psychically, he came to understand its corporal form was infinitely malleable—its mind could completely rearrange its molecules—at least in this plane.

      Gabriel inexplicably lost his connection with the being. With a sudden jolt, he felt his consciousness snap back into his body like a rubber band.

      He collected his thoughts and began to wiggle his hands and toes. After a few deep breaths, Gabriel felt grounded. He was home again, in his own bed, in his own body.

      As he sat up, Gabriel noticed that the shapeshifter was quietly perched atop his dresser, now back in its half-humanoid, half-winged form, staring at him kindly and patiently. Brilliant purple and blue light bathed his bedroom. Its eyes, however, were no longer amber, but a gorgeous bright white. They were filled with concern and compassion.

      “My memory is still bewitched, but your actions tonight revealed your function, Old One. You are The One Who Stands at the Nexus Between Ends and Beginnings. You are the First and you will be the Last. You’re Death, are you not?”

      “You speak the truth, my friend. Yet, you miss the point—who I am is far less important than who you are. It’s time you embrace your destiny as The Last Steward of the Light and stop The Seven Shadows once and for all.”

      Death closed its eyes and spoke telepathically to Gabriel.

      
        
        ‘Under twilight’s veil where night meets day,

        Let the truth return—and forever stay.

        My binding words, will now unravel...

        The time has come for us both to travel.’

      

      

      Gabriel immediately felt a tingling sensation on the top of his head as his crown chakra came to life. It felt as if a thousand-watt bulb had been switched on. Memories that were long lost began to flicker into his mind’s eye, like an old 8mm camera. Gabriel flashed back to a stormy night in his grandfather Elijah’s cabin, fourteen years earlier, the night he first met Death and discovered his own destiny as The Last Steward of the Light.
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      After Death reversed its magical thought-binding spell on Gabriel’s memories, he instantly flashed back to the night he was first initiated into Stewardship by Elijah, his grandfather and The Second-to-Last Steward of the Light. On that fateful night, young Gabriel encountered not one, but two supernatural visitors—and nearly lost his life in the process.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            The Last Steward of the Light

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dateline: The Colorado Rocky Mountains, in the Earth Year Treble-Treble-Nine, Nine-Eight-Six. (Twenty-one years ago).

      

      

      As lightning and thunder wrought havoc outside, it seemed as though the firmament itself was about to fall to pieces. Tumultuous summer storms like this regularly swept into the foothills of the Rockies with inexplicable rage and fury, but tonight was something for the history books.

      Gabriel, a bright and tall seven-year-old boy, nervously stood watch at his bedroom window, waiting for someone—scratch that—something to pay a visit. He had a hunch, after all. And much to the chagrin of all the adults around him, his hunches were rarely wrong.

      He mustered up whatever bravery existed in his willowy frame and stared into the darkness. It stared back unapologetically. A sudden flash of lightning temporarily blinded him, leaving a psychedelic imprint of treetops on his retina.

      Gabriel instinctively closed his expressive, almost otherworldly blue-green eyes and leaned his forehead against the windowpane. He felt a gentle tap-tap-tap of the rain on the glass, while he retreated into his mind’s eye. As the trailing crashes of thunder crackled and shook the foundation of the cabin, he imagined a great congregation of gods raging war in the canopy above—heralding the coming of Ragnarök. Most normal seven-year-olds didn’t even know what that was, but then again, Gabriel was far from normal—a fact he knew painfully well.

      As a child, Gabriel exuded maturity and sensibility that was light-years ahead of his peers. While neighborhood children busied themselves with sports and social activities, Gabriel preferred reading his way through the library or holding court with his so-called imaginary friends—who were anything but figments of his overactive imagination. His peers gradually shunned his precocious nature, verbally taunting him as a “schizophrenic” or “freak.” Thankfully, he inherited his late mother and father’s Scandinavian genes, which lent Gabriel both a hardy character and remarkable height; the latter was enough to ward off all but the bravest bullies.

      On nights like this when his thoughts grew too big for his brain, he’d turn to his grandfather’s vintage telescope for refuge. Projecting his consciousness into the great expanse of the Milky Way provided a bit of solace. Somehow the infinite grandeur of the stars assuaged his childhood fears that his existence was just a divine mistake. After all, a Universe this beautiful, this complex, must have space enough for a freak of nature like him. He was just dumped on the wrong planet, in the wrong body, at the wrong time.

      Tonight, however, the constant rumbling in the skies above offered no consolation for his kid fears. Rather than soothing him, the cacophony of chaos only amplified the din in his brain. He’d been seeing visions and hearing whispers all afternoon—more than usual. He knew that something would be coming tonight—something that would change his life forever. At times like this, precognitive knowledge felt like more of a hindrance than a blessing; each second seemed to crawl past at a snail’s pace. Gabriel’s impatience was often his undoing. For him, it was hard to wait for things to unravel when he had already seen the probable outcome.

      Gabriel watched quietly as the stars were consumed by the coming storm; one by one, each blinked into oblivion, leaving him alone in the darkness.

      The wind howled mournfully at the starless sky. At first, a very shrill, high note swirled through the attic rafters and hung above, almost like a banshee or siren’s call. It was accompanied by lower notes, much more harmonious... first one, then two, then a chord progression—a cosmically composed leitmotif—containing six or seven melodic wails. The resulting noise was haunting, but beautiful. As the motif repeated, Gabriel realized the howling sounds were actually voices—voices harmonizing on a single word. The language was unfamiliar, composed of subtle sounds within sounds—all somehow given context by their musical arrangement. Intuitively, he understood this was an announcement... but for whom, or what, Gabriel was uncertain. Whatever the occasion, he had a feeling that the song portended Death.

      Gabriel pulled out a spiral notebook and stared at something he scrawled earlier. Three words, “ARE YOU READY?” appeared in bold caps on wide-ruled paper. Gabriel had traced over them dozens, perhaps hundreds of times, until the paper started to tear and the graphite smeared and smudged to the point of illegibility.

      ‘Ready for what?’ he thought.

      Lightning flashed twice more in rapid succession, shutting down the power in the process. The crackling whip of thunder soon followed. An old generator in the basement automatically kicked-in; its gentle hum added to the strange symphony of atmospheric pyrotechnics outside. Tattered shutters opened and closed on their own, squeaking all the while.

      Gabriel stared once more into the forest, scanning for movement along the trees. He’d seen a figure scaling the perimeter earlier—one that was too tall to be an animal, but too twisted to be a human.

      An eerie stillness fell upon the quaking aspens, almost as if they dared not move until the danger had passed.

      “It won’t be long now,” he whispered as he nervously bit at his lip.

      The gentle percussion of footsteps downstairs provided a welcome distraction to Gabriel’s thoughts. They belonged to his loving and eccentric grandfather, Elijah, who was pacing in his study.

      If Gabriel was lucky, he might get to read a draft of whatever Elijah was working on tonight. His best-selling books on time travel, metaphysics and extra-terrestrials were far more fascinating and terrifying than anything in a tired Grimms’ faery tale—the truth always was.

      Giving in to his insatiable curiosity, Gabriel tiptoed down the stairs. Once he was near Elijah’s study, Gabriel positioned his body just out of his grandfather’s line of sight. From this vantage point, he saw the familiar silhouette of his grandfather seated at a mahogany desk. Piles of yellowed books towered on the left, while burning incense haloed Elijah’s head with concentric rings of white smoke. The old man’s face was further obscured by an antique banker’s lamp that was cracked and discolored from years of use.

      Elijah opened a weathered wooden box and gently laid out several reagents and tools on an ancient escritoire adjacent to his main desk; chief among them was a shiny silver fountain pen, his most prized piece of contraband. The old man lovingly cleaned the instrument and filled its reservoir with some sort of peculiar golden ink that sparkled in the dim light. He took care, deriving enjoyment in the ritual. Like all Stewards, he understood the magical power intrinsic to manual writing and the tools accompanying it. After filling the inkwell, Elijah placed a single sheet of vellum on the table and closed his eyes; Gabriel followed suit. His mind was now linked with his grandfather’s. In this meditative state, Gabriel could hear, feel and see everything Elijah could.

      As Gabriel listened to the old man’s thoughts, he became painfully aware of every noise in the cabin, from the sound of the wind snaking through the attic to the persistent crackling of the logs in the fireplace. Slowly, the noises blended together into a single, concordant vibration. It resonated with the clarity of a tuning fork, drowning out everything else, even the vibration itself. It was then, and only then, that Elijah pressed the well-worn nib of the fountain pen against the vellum.

      Ideas grew pregnant in his grandfather’s mind like water droplets swelling into storm clouds. One by one, they began flowing, until they streamed into elaborate rivers of ink on the paper. Lost in automatic writing, Elijah no longer perceived the pen, the paper, nor his consciousness, for that matter. He simply let words flow through him until, eventually, like a cosmic tide, the thoughts ebbed back to their source.

      As he opened his eyes, Gabriel caught a glimpse of the ink drying and disappearing into the vellum. He watched as Elijah exhaled slowly onto the paper, heating up the ink. It subsequently shimmered incandescently with a gentle golden light of its own—a reaction that was singular to liquefied, enchanted stardust.

      Elijah sat up as straight as his tired bones would allow and scanned the paper. His handwriting was neat, but shaky—the kind of penmanship that belonged to an old man, one of status and privilege, since manual writing had fallen into disuse and, as of late, was altogether forbidden.

      Elijah cleared his throat and began reading aloud. His voice was low, controlled and agreeably rich—lacking any of the telltale shakiness present in his writing.

      
        
        “Survival. This primal instinct still burns inside our bellies with the intensity of a newborn star, relentlessly pushing humankind to blaze forward at any cost—hoping against hope that somehow we’ll outlive our own capacity for self-destruction.

        “And survive we have, but at a perilous cost. The Great Wars are over, but we’ve traded all our freedoms for a tenuous peace in the form of the omniscient State. This was a fool’s bargain at best, for it won’t halt the inevitable. Earth’s resources are utterly spent and our population is dwindling. As the continents collide and our planet begins its inevitable death march around its swiftly swelling Sun, I ponder what legacy will we leave behind? And what will we do with the time that remains?

        “My dreams are haunted with darkness. I’ve seen starless skies where only Shadows loom—treacherous, devouring Shadows. I feel their appetite growing, even now. Know this: there are Wolves among us.

        “Humankind now stands at a delicate precipice; in this pivotal moment we will either show our mettle or be forever extinguished. We must ascend to a new level of consciousness or fade into eternal darkness. Despite my clairvoyance, I’ve not skill enough to see beyond three words echoing in my mind, drowning out all other thoughts: ARE YOU READY?

        “Alas, Death approaches; I can hear It in the wind. Before this night is over, I will fulfill my destiny and you will embark on yours.

        “Fear not, for I have found immortality through the lines in this tome—my wisdom, my energy and my love live in each and every word. Let them shine like beacons in the dark days ahead.”

        

      

      The old man pulled out another sheet of vellum and spoke to himself as he wrote the following inscription in elaborate cursive script:

      
        
        “To my dearest Gabriel,

        With love and light always. —Elijah.

        (The Second-to-Last Steward of the Light in the

        Earth Year Treble-Treble-Nine, Nine-Eight-Six)”

      

      

      Directly below his signature, Elijah carefully inscribed the following phrase in the same star language that appeared on the cover of the book, followed by a Common Tongue translation:

      
        
        “Wherever there is darkness, may there also be light.

        As one spark’s consumed, another ignites.

        This book I bequeath; its pages are thine.

        Protect it well, through all space and time.”

      

      

      Elijah breathed onto the inscription and watched as it slowly glimmered and faded away. The book then seemed to tremble for a moment, as it comprehended what was written.

      “It’s been my honor,” Elijah said lovingly to the book.

      Lightning flashed outside, causing the old desk lamp to dim momentarily. A slow and steady rumble gradually shook through the wooden cabin.

      Elijah took a golden needle and thread, and he carefully stitched the vellum sheet atop thousands of similarly enchanted pages—each fashioned out of the same semi-transparent material, and each containing words, languages and alien symbols that were invisible until breathed upon.

      Once the page was neatly bound, the old man leaned forward and whispered a sacred passphrase to the book—its name.

      A breeze swept through the study as the book closed of its own volition. Ancient alien asterisms radiantly illuminated the cover from the inside out, spelling out what appeared to be two words. Though no direct Earthly translation existed, its closest equivalent was Corpus Sidera, or The Body of Light. Cruder interpretations included The Book of Stars or The Star Compendium.

      After a few moments, the symbols faded and the book sealed itself—leaving only a translucent crystalline box, with no markings and no visible openings.

      Without looking at his grandson, Elijah spoke telepathically to the boy, ‘Gabe, didn’t I teach you better than this?’

      Gabriel gasped audibly.

      ‘Never spy on another psychic. Usually, it doesn’t end well,’ the old man added. Then he spun his chair around and spoke aloud.

      “Tonight, however, your timing was fortuitous. I want you to meet a very, very old friend of mine.”

      Gabriel looked around the room, somewhat puzzled by the remark.

      “You’ve already met, actually, but you haven’t been properly introduced. Meet Corpus Sidera, The Book of Stars.”

      The old man handed his grandson the crystalline box, but Gabriel was afraid to touch the ancient artifact.

      “Don’t worry. It’s virtually indestructible. This is at least as old as our Universe, and probably older than the previous one. I’m The Second-to-Last of a long line of Stewards of the Light, charged with its safekeeping. Each Steward gets to pick his or her successor; I choose you.”

      Those three words seemed to hang in the air, like a spell.

      Gabriel carefully felt the exterior of Sidera, but could find no printed word, no opening and couldn’t clearly see its contents, as the box was translucent, but not transparent... at least not in its resting state.

      “Call the book by its name. If your energy is as pure as your heart, it will open.”

      Gabriel tried speaking the name without avail. He was still holding an unresponsive artifact.

      Elijah tapped his finger to his forehead and then glanced at the book. Gabriel understood immediately.

      He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He heard the name in his head and projected it using both his third eye and his heart chakras. This time, his hands momentarily melded with the glass casing of the book and every chakra opened. Sidera shined brightly as it merged energetically with Gabriel. As he exhaled, the book popped open and whispered Gabriel’s name back.

      “Most unusual, and most promising,” Elijah said. “In all my years with this tome, it’s never spoken to me.”

      “What does this mean, Grandpa?”

      “It means I’ve chosen well. The book has accepted you as The Last Steward of the Light.” He paused, then answered Gabriel’s unspoken question, “After you, there will be no others.

      “Within this tome, you will become acquainted with the women, men and other sentient beings who came before you. Their energy, life force and voices live within the pages. Guard this with your life and know that one day you will have to wield and conquer its antithesis. I pray that you can succeed where Björn and I have failed.”

      A similar artifact sat at the opposite edge of the desk, albeit pitch black in color. It was ancient and equally alien in origin. The symbols inscribed on the cover were inverted versions of those found on Sidera. When reversed, the asterisms spelled out something akin to Corpus Tenebrae, otherwise known as The Book of Shadows or Body of Darkness in the Common Tongue. In some circles, it was referred to more colloquially as The Black Box or simply Pandora. If Sidera described all things luminous, then Tenebrae described the cosmic inverse. It was not evil, per se, but it had been used for such purposes in the past. With its essence polluted, the book began to rewrite itself into something sinister and malevolent.

      Gabriel eyed the box curiously and his grandfather frowned.

      “What is that, Grandpa?”

      “Something I wish I’d never found.”

      Elijah futilely threw Tenebrae into the fire. Much to his dismay, the tome consumed the flames immediately, without so much as a puff of smoke, leaving it completely unscathed as it lay atop cinder, ash and glowing embers.

      Elijah heard something else, equally as ancient, calling to him from inside his desk.

      “Yes, yes… Of course, I haven’t forgotten,” he said somewhat absentmindedly to the unseen object. “But you’ll have to wait your turn.”

      Elijah opened up the bottom drawer of his desk and produced an oval-shaped mirror. Then, the old man unlatched a pocket watch from his trousers.

      “First, take this. It was given to me by my mentor, and I now pass it on to you. It’s called Tidens Svärd, or The Sword of Time.”

      Gabriel looked at the ancient timepiece. Although exquisitely crafted out of the finest gold, it didn’t seem to tell time properly. It also had a curious feature—the glass slid back, allowing the hands to be manually moved forward.

      “Tidens Svärd is not a watch, my boy… it’s a weapon, and it only has a minute left to spare—of course, the minute can last an eternity if used properly. Activate it only when you’ve run out of options.”

      Then, his grandfather picked up the oval shaped mirror, the one that had whispered to him earlier‚ and placed it in front of Gabriel.

      “Do you know what this object is?”

      Gabriel peered into the obsidian surface of the device and chills ran up his spine.

      “An enchanted looking glass?”

      The old man smiled.

      “Indeed, but it’s more than that; only Stewards can use this scrying mirror. It’s a gift from Time herself, an Eternal being known as Akasha. Tonight, the mirror called out to me, just as it will soon speak to you. I believe it has a message for you. I’d like you to meditate with it and fine-tune your psychic skills. Magic is simply a new truth waiting to be discovered. It’s time that you start exploring your gifts so you can harness that magic. Head upstairs and we will talk later tonight when I finish my work.”

      “Thanks, Grandpa!” Gabriel said, finding it increasingly difficult to contain his excitement over, arguably, the best three gifts he’d ever received.

      Gabriel stormed up the stairwell like a gust of wind, leaving an echo of footsteps in his wake.

      His grandfather was filled with a wave of nostalgia. With a heavy heart, he moved towards the window.

      Elijah stared at the quaking aspen grove. At its edge, a three-thousand-year old bristlecone pine tree swayed in the wind. She was the queen of the forest, a sentient creature that called herself The Whispering Pine.

      “Watch after my Gabriel,” he said.

      The tree bent forward, and a gust of wind carried her response.

      “Always.”

      An ensuing flash of lightning illuminated a galaxy of raindrops on the windowpane. During that instant, he saw a tall Shadow creep along the forest edge—a creature that Elijah knew by name.

      “Björn!” he gasped.

      His worst fears were confirmed; Pandora’s box was opened and there was no turning back.

      When lightning illuminated the courtyard again a moment later, the figure was gone.

      In the dark skies above, a single point of light seemed to be moving closer to the Earth, like a comet or shooting star.

      ‘Hurry!’ he said psychically to the celestial object. ‘The Shadows have descended!’
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