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Prologue

			The entire island bucked and heaved as if to throw her off its back, and Maia barely kept her footing. She watched as the last starship lifted elegantly into the air. She did not know where her brethren would go, and she did not care, as long as they were gone.

			Magnificent towers crumbled as the ground shook, and water sped through the streets, consuming all in its path like a green dragon. The aqueous hell tried to consume her in its murky maw, but she held it at bay with her song. It ran through her veins and poured forth in a symphony that was hers and hers alone. She felt a surge of power as she beat back the onslaught, briefly believing, but only for a moment, that she might not perish here after all. The foul energy of her enemies permeated the air, and she watched as her sister alighted on the ruined ground of her once-beautiful home.

			“Calypso!” Maia screamed. “How could you do this to me, to our father, to our brothers and sisters, to the wards you swore to protect?” The fury that radiated from her would have incinerated a mortal, but Calypso deflected the energy with a graceful flick of her wrist. The arrogance! Maia thought. Maybe that is the key. Maybe there is a way to end this here and now. The desperate plan she formed involved a stunning number of interconnected variables, but she had nothing to lose. Maia was literally the last one standing, the only one left to fight.

			Calypso tossed her head back and laughed. “Oh, Sister. You are enslaved to ideals that have no place in this world. Honor, loyalty, sacrifice—what are they but chains? Do you not wish to know more, to be more? We are gods, Sister. We were meant to be more than shepherds of a hopeless species doomed to destroy itself. We are meant to rule, to shape the universe, to improve it, to perfect it.”

			A second figure descended lazily from the sky, through the gales of wind and rain, arms outstretched. The monster Dagon was a beast of epic proportions. His eyes glowed red with malice. Grotesquely overgrown muscles looked as if they would burst, and his veins pulsed like living parasites.

			Calypso reached out to her unnatural, incestuous lover, and as he touched down on the earth, he took her hand. Calypso looked at him with an affection that soured Maia’s stomach.

			“Dagon has shown me the way, Sister,” she said as if she were talking about some dreamy cadet. “Let him into your mind, and he will help free you from your bonds of delusion, your chains of naivete.”

			Dagon was a powerful psychic, and Maia could feel his oily song slither around the corners of her mental defenses, looking for a way in. So many had fallen to his subtle coercion, but she had been prepared for this—she used the harmonic elements of fire and air to burn his vile dissonance from her. She could sense his rage bubbling underneath his impatience.

			Maia shook her head. She would never let that abomination into her mind. She would incinerate herself with her own song before he ever broke her. One way or another, they would pay for their sins. All three of them. I should never have let it come to this. If only the answer had come to her sooner, she could have saved so many more lives. She steeled herself, pushing the thought away. Regret would do her no good now. If she had any chance of saving humanity, her mind and her heart needed to be clear. Crystal clear.

			“It didn’t have to come to this, Calypso. I held out hope for you for so long… .” Maia’s voice was swept away by the wind. It was a sign from the earth herself. The time for talk was over.

			Calypso smiled condescendingly at her, eyebrow cocked, expectant. “You look so serious. What are you going to do? You are no match for the both of us. Hell, you’re not even a match for me.”

			This was precisely the opportunity Maia had been waiting for—the briefest of all windows. Overconfident, her enemies let the harmonic oscillations of their personal defenses falter—just for a microsecond, but it was enough.

			Maia drew on the energy of the sun, land, ocean, and air. Her song erupted from her with such force that it shook the earth and threw her enemies to the ground. But Maia didn’t stop. She couldn’t. Her attack had to be swift and merciless. Anything less would end in failure because her enemies would not hesitate to destroy her the moment she relented.

			She resonated with the earth, the sky, and the water. She resonated with the blood that coursed through her veins and the blood of her brothers and sisters. She sculpted the tones into a vortex. It began to spin faster and faster within her, becoming a singularity. Maia felt herself lift from the ground as the power within her negated gravity. She had never held this many frequencies at one time nor attempted to do something so potent, but she would not fail.

			“Kill her,” Dagon growled. Opalescent circles of light began to rotate around her. Maia was encased in light—a chorus unto herself.

			Calypso pushed to her feet and stepped forward to do Dagon’s bidding. Maia knew her sister was counting on her pity and her compassion, but she felt neither. Calypso had made her choice, and she had been given more than one chance to change it. Over and over, Calypso had chosen herself above all others, including her family. Not this time. You don’t get to choose this time.

			The vortex within Maia was so powerful that it felt like holding the force of a thousand suns. She needed only a fraction of a fraction of that energy to repel her sister. She sang, harmonizing the fluted tone of air with the timbre of steel and brought her palm down to the earth, striking it like a drum. The force of the resulting shockwave blew Calypso back, snapping her arms and legs and knocking her senseless.

			The disbelief in Dagon’s eyes was quickly replaced with hate, and that was where Maia wanted him. He was unstable, unbalanced. His emotions clouded his focus. He flew at her in an uncontrolled rage. Checkmate. By the time he realized what he had done, it was too late. He was well past the event horizon, the point of no return. They both were. He beat his massive hands against her, but it didn’t make any difference. This is the end.

			The resonance, the pulsing energy within her, was so intense their bodies began to meld. The power within her would consume them both. She knew she wouldn’t be conscious for more than a few more moments, and she used her last millisecond of life to modify the genes of everyone who shared her blood. Her last thought was one of peace, knowing her brethren would be safe from one another—and from themselves.

			Their bodies vanished in a point of light. A blast wave radiated from the epicenter as they were compressed into base elements. A violet gemstone dropped to the ground and slowly sank into the mud, as if claimed by the earth as payment for the energy required to accomplish such a thing. The rain, the waves, and the winds slowly ceased to rage, and after so much war and destruction, the world finally rested.

			[image: ]

			A stunned Calypso awoke under a bright blue sky, unable to move, her limbs broken. She reached within herself for her song, but it would not come to her. Tears of frustration rolled down her cheeks. Helpless, she was at the mercy of the elements from which she had come, and they took no mercy on her, repaying her for the suffering she had wrought upon her family and her home.

			The birds came and pecked out her eyes, the crabs ate her flesh, and the mosquitoes drank her blood. She cursed the world, raging against her fate, but to no avail. She withered from this life in the most painful manner imaginable, and it was a death befitting her actions in life.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1: 
The Desert’s Song

			Ash sat on a hot stone gazing into the desert waste. At one time, this valley had been green and fertile. For most of his childhood, he had chased his friends in the pastures and played hide-and go-seek in the woods. But like his mentor, Javier, the land had died and turned to dust. It felt like the world was gradually fading away. Slowly but surely, the things that he loved were disappearing.

			First, the drought came, and the valley dried up. People said this happened every so often, that the rains would return, but they never did. As he passed into adolescence, the farm town dwindled as the work dried up like the land, and one by one his friends moved away. They kept in touch at first, sending a text message or making the occasional phone call, but they soon made new friends at new schools. The calls stopped coming, and the texts he sent were never answered. Not that it mattered once the networks started to fail.

			At first, they would crash for a few hours, and then a few days. When they were working, the news they carried was never good. The federal government was on the verge of collapse, there was fighting over water, and this or that governor had declared martial law. People were starving. They were dying in droves as they fled rising sea levels, and they were killing one another over a gallon of gas or a scrap of food.

			Then there was quiet. The electricity stopped humming the same day the networks died for good. His aunt, Somna, said it was a blessing. They were cut off from the chaos outside, no longer required to think about the troubles of the world. There were no government agents coming for their resources or telling them what to do. There were no bandits murdering them for what little water they had. By the grace of God, the world had forgotten them.

			As a boy, Ash liked to fancy that they were early settlers who had come west in search of fortune. They worked the land, using water from a spring on Somna’s property, which miraculously produced enough to support the few families that remained. What they couldn’t grow, they scavenged from the desert. The people pooled their resources and their effort, and they settled into a pattern, a way of life.

			Eventually, it was almost as if there had never been a modern world of great nations or big ideas. There had never been anywhere else to go or anything else to be or do. There was no future and there was no past, only the present and the tasks at hand. They were floating through time, sheltered from the winds of change. Or so they thought.

			Despite his lack of interaction with the world, Ash received a worldly education. Though she seldom spoke of it, Somna had once been a prominent scientist, and his aunt was adamant that he have a proper education. Ash was a quick study and became well versed in mathematics, philosophy, religion, and science, soaking it all up like a sponge. Even as brilliant as she was, Somna eventually ran out of lessons. So, not wanting her nephew’s mind to stagnate, she had asked her best friend’s husband, Javier, the former town mechanic, to teach Ash his trade. Ash now thought about how he had eavesdropped from the top of the stairs as they discussed it.

			“Whatever for, Somna?” Javier said, barking a laugh. “It’s not like he’ll ever make a career of it. Besides, I haven’t worked on a car in ten years. We have no gas, most of my tools are probably rusted, and I have no idea what sort of condition the garage is in. Anyhow, I haven’t the time or patience for children.”

			Ash was on Javier’s side, if only because the great man terrified him. Javier was a giant with a presence that could silence a room. His intimidating aura projected far beyond the confines of his earthly body. He was stoic and silent, and in every way the opposite of his sweet wife, Maria, who visited their home often. Despite their mutual association, Ash couldn’t recall if he had actually ever spoken with Javier or heard the man utter a single word before that moment.

			Somna was not so easily dissuaded. Once she was set on something, she rarely let it go. “He has a good mind, Javier,” she said with a pause. “No, a great mind, and he is not a child. He is a young man.” Somna was a kind woman, but she never said anything unless she meant it, so a compliment from her was something to cherish. Ash blushed.

			“I’ll think about it, Somna, but we have to consider the time it will take away from my duties to Maria and the community.”

			Somna’s tone became hard. “If not for anything else, you owe me.” Owe her? His mortification at the prospect of working with Javier was suddenly mixed with fascination. What could a man like Javier possibly owe my graying aunt?

			There was a very long, awkward pause before Javier, much to Ash’s astonishment, finally conceded. “All right, you win.”

			Warmth worked its way back into Somna’s stern demeanor. “It’s not about winning, Javier, but I do appreciate what you’re doing. Ash needs someone else to learn from. I have taught him all I can, and I can think of no better teacher to carry on his education.”

			Javier snorted. “Well, we’ll see, Somna.” Ash remembered how the floorboards creaked and groaned as the great man stood. Then he heard the squeal of the screen door shutting behind him.

			They had been such an unlikely pair, but impatience turned into tolerance, and tolerance grew into respect. From that respect a rare friendship blossomed, the kind that comes only every so often, and not to everyone in every lifetime.

			The loss that Ash felt as he sat on that hot stone, his eyes burning and his throat aching for water, threatened to engulf him. His heart beat as if it no longer wanted to be with him. It writhed and squirmed in his chest, trying to get out, to get away from him, from the pain that resided within him. He sat there for a long time, letting the memories and the grief eat away at him like a vulture, until it seemed there was nothing left of him. He was empty, like the vast, lonely desert that spread out before him. They were one and the same, and he surrendered himself to it.

			His breathing slowed, and his mind became quiet. The quieter his mind became, the more the desert came to life. He heard every whisper of wind that tickled a grain of sand and felt the beating heart of a rattler vibrating the ground. The more he let go, the more he felt, and suddenly he was not so alone, and the desert was not so empty or quiet.

			The song of the desert started slowly and softly, gradually building to a crescendo, and he cried tears he believed he no longer possessed, until he finally slept in the cradle of the earth, letting that mother of all mothers fill him with her comfort and her peace.
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			The boy was not meant for this age, Maia. Do you know what kind of destruction a Nephilim could wreak if one were to possess him? 

			Well, what do you propose we do, Father? You certainly aren’t suggesting we … end his life?

			Of course not! He will be placed in stasis and hidden away until the threat has passed.

			And what if the threat doesn’t pass? What if we lose this war?

			Then it is just as well, for if our enemies get their hands on the boy before he learns to protect his mind, they will not stop with the destruction of this world. There will be no haven for any conscious being anywhere in the universe.
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			The sun peeked over the mountains to the east, its rays lightly touching the valley below. Ash slowly opened his eyes, and his vision swirled as the waking world came into focus. The words from his strange dream echoed in his mind. The boy was not meant for this age, Maia. He couldn’t say he had ever met anyone by that name, and the dream had seemed not so much a dream as a memory. He heard the voices clearly, but the faces were obscured, blurred. He pushed himself up and shook his head to clear it. It took him a moment to remember where he was, but as he took in his surroundings, the strange dream faded, and his memories of the previous day came flooding back, along with his pain and his grief.

			 His muscles ached, and his head throbbed. He was dehydrated, and the alarming degree of his thirst forced him to push his grief to the back of his mind. People had died for much less in this wasteland.

			He stood slowly, his muscles groaning, and looked around. He swayed on unsteady, cramped legs and tried to gain his bearings. Dazed and emotional after the funeral, he had wandered off in the general direction of Javier’s garage. Presently, it was nowhere to be seen, but he knew if he didn’t orient himself soon, the sun would finish him off. Wandering off without water had been stupid, and he cursed himself.

			He made his way to a knoll nestled in between two long-dead pine trees. As the sun hit the valley full on, a glint caught his eye. It was the metal roof of Javier’s shop. He sighed with relief. Luck is on my side today. The desert was a trickster. The heat, the muddled colors, the light and shadow—they all played tricks on the mind. Even a seasoned tracker could lose his way if he let his mind wander too far afield.

			If you are planning to scavenge for an hour, pack for a day. It could save your life. The memory of Javier’s words was as real as if he had spoken them himself. Although, if Javier were here to speak them to me, he would accompany them with a good whack on the back of the head for getting myself into such a situation to begin with. The thought induced a weak smile as he started off toward the garage. He needed to get out of the sun as quickly as possible but picked his way cautiously down the hill. It was important to pay attention where you put your feet. In the desert, the ground could be just as dangerous as the sky.

			He was grateful when he finally stepped into the cool shade of the workshop. He made his way to the back, where they always stored a couple of extra gallons of water. He opened one bottle and drank greedily but forced himself to slow his consumption. As satisfying as guzzling the water felt, and not to mention the wasted water trickling down his neck, he knew it was more effective, more efficient, to rehydrate by sipping it slowly.

			Ash sat on the cool concrete and relaxed, replenishing his strength. The garage made his memories come and go unbidden, as uninvited as the emotions that surged within him. This had been their place, their staging ground, and their hangout. It had been the place where they had learned, laughed, and argued. His loss was raw, a fresh wound, and he hadn’t been back since the incident. The memories stung like salt.

			It was still unclear what had caused Javier’s untimely death, and Ash couldn’t stop obsessing over it. Somna tried to comfort him by telling him that death rarely made sense and that, in time, his grief would fade. But it wasn’t his grief that didn’t make sense. How could a strong, intelligent, careful man like Javier have died the way he did?

			Javier had left one morning to scavenge for a variety of items. Such outings were routine for the men of Dulce, particularly for Javier. He enjoyed both the challenge and solitude of scavenging, but because the immediate vicinity had been stripped clean over the years, Javier was required to go farther and farther from the town to find what he needed. All the men were.

			There were still plenty of places to search—vacation homes, ranger stations, and even a few outlying businesses. You just had to know where to look. Javier always meticulously planned his excursions, packing supplies for, what seemed to Ash, any contingency. Ash had accompanied Javier many times, but he was helping Somna tend to the property that day. After filling up his canteens from their spring, Javier said farewell, and everyone went about their day.

			It wasn’t until well after sundown that a worried Maria came knocking on their door. Javier had not returned. At first, Ash was certain that Javier had camped for the evening. If he had ventured out too far, he would have found somewhere to rehydrate and gather his strength for the journey back. Javier was strong and had an iron will, but he was always extremely careful. The desert was treacherous, and he paid it immense respect. Ash comforted Maria, telling her he was sure that Javier would be back the next day, but the next day came and went, and Javier did not return.

			On the second morning at dawn, a small search party was assembled, and it, over Somna’s fierce protests, included Ash. “You don’t know what happened out there! Please don’t go, Ash!” Her desperation broke his heart, but his mind was made up. His friend needed him, and he wasn’t going to let him down. Somna was their de facto leader, but just as there were matters of women where men had no place, there were matters of men over which she had no dominion. He wasn’t a boy anymore; it was his choice.

			They found him at high noon, face down on the hard, cracked ground. Had it not been for Ash’s keen sight, they might have missed him, blinded by walls of heat that distorted the light, hiding things that would have otherwise been plain and creating illusions of things that weren’t there at all.

			Ash dropped his pack and sprinted the remaining distance, his heart racing as he heaved Javier onto his back. He leaned down, placing his ear on Javier’s lips. A small wisp of air tickled him, and hope welled in his chest.

			“He’s alive!” he shouted back as the others raced toward him, but Ash’s excitement was short-lived. Upon closer inspection, he could see that Javier’s eyes were glazed. He was burning with fever, and his breathing was shallow and labored. The other men exchanged looks.

			A tracker named Danny knelt beside Ash with a canteen and poured a steady trickle of water into Javier’s mouth, but there was no reaction, no indication he had even noticed the water. Most of it trickled down the side of his face, his blank eyes staring up into the blanched desert sky.

			Danny put a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ash,” he said quietly.

			“He’s not gone yet! We need to get him back to Somna!” Ash gritted his teeth, but he knew the truth. Even if they moved at breakneck speed, it would take them hours, and in this heat, Javier didn’t stand a chance. Whether it was the cause of his collapse or not, Javier was severely overheated.

			Even if they could find a way to cool him down, Javier had been exposed for too long. The symptoms were clear. Hyperthermia had caused brain damage. They might be able to keep his body alive, but Javier’s mind was gone, his brain cooked in his skull. Ash wanted to scream his rage at the universe, to pound his fists on Javier’s chest, and to let the tears flow, but he was a man now, and men didn’t do that sort of thing.

			Danny stood and drew his pistol. “We need to put him out of his misery, Ash. He’s suffered enough.” Ash wasn’t going to lose it, but he also couldn’t bear to watch. He hung his head, tears streaming down his face, and walked away. The men gave him a few moments to get clear, but there was nowhere to hide from the sound of the gunshot ringing across the desert.

			 Ash could still hear the sound of Danny firing the pistol as he sat on the hard floor of the garage, slowly sipping his water. It rang in his ears. It grew louder and louder, until he realized the sound was not a memory. It was as real as the concrete beneath him.

			As he listened, he recognized it. It was familiar, and yet had become so foreign. He dashed to the frame of the garage door, and in disbelief, watched, his hand shading his eyes from the high noon sun as a black SUV sped down the crumbling remains of Highway 64.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2
 The Voice of Reason

			Senator Wayne held up his hand, cutting the man off midsentence. “Let me stop you right there, Dr. Aurilla.” The voice echoed through the massive, dimly lit chamber. “Are you telling me we’ve dumped over a billion dollars into the study of … of a rock?”

			Ottavio thought the senator’s eyebrows might permanently disappear into the wrinkles of his fat, bald head. This was not Ottavio’s first round in front of the Senate Committee on Science and Technology. It seemed like every time he went in front of them, their stupidity compounded.

			It took everything he had to maintain an amicable tone. “With all due respect, Senator, it is a crystal, and it has properties that could revolutionize the way we think about everything from transportation and communication to, of course, weapons. I have never seen anything like it. It has multiple resonant frequencies. Multiple!” he repeated emphatically, as if they had any idea what he was talking about. “And we are still discovering new ones. I believe once we are able to identify all frequencies, we will be able to unlock its full potential. The supercomputer we have integrated with the crystal is already showing immense predictive …”

			He was interrupted again, this time by the gorgeous blonde senator from Massachusetts, Felice Soleil. “The fact of the matter, Doctor, is that our resources are being stretched to their limit. It seems like every day another western state secedes, becomes part of this self-proclaimed Coalition, which only adds to our resource shortages and further complicates our supply lines. We must bring them back into the fold! We must! This country will be united again, and I do not see how your science experiment with sound and crystals gets us there. It seems more like witchcraft to me.” Her eyes narrowed, and she wagged her finger at him as if he were a child. Ottavio could feel his face swell, veins throbbing at his temples, as his anger nearly boiled over.

			Senator Finn, the most reasonable of the bunch—which wasn’t saying much—cut in. “Given what little benefit your project has produced for the war effort, and the resources it has consumed, I don’t think we can justify further funding.” Senator Wayne and Senator Soleil nodded in agreement, and they leaned in, whispering to one another, covering their microphones.

			Ottavio was on the verge of exploding, his fists clenched under the table, his unkempt nails biting into the skin of his palms. He was a Nobel laureate, and they were treating him with such contempt and disrespect, interrupting him and flaunting their bureaucratic power just because they could. At the very least, they could pay him the courtesy of letting him finish speaking, but it was evident that their ignorance paled in comparison to their poor manners. He wasn’t going to let them further humiliate him. He wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of seeing him lose his temper.

			He methodically gathered his papers while the senators on the dais chatted and chortled, obviously having moved on to another subject entirely. Ottavio walked out, disgusted. He pushed past the massive oak doors that made a sonorous boom when they closed behind him. Well, maybe that got their attention.

			It was no wonder the country was falling apart. Even if he presented El Dorado itself, the senators would squawk and drool over their mics until the treasure turned to dust. It was beyond outrageous.

			The fact of the matter was that the crystal did have potential military applications, and he had sent multiple reports—not just to the Senate, but to the White House and the Department of Defense. The crystal’s computing power was one of many possibilities. It had advanced his team’s understanding of acoustics and nanosynthetics by decades, but he needed more time to find the words to penetrate minds too waterlogged with power and self-preservation to comprehend the value of what he was doing.

			The government was the only entity capable of funding his research post-Rift, and because it was classified, it would be collected and stored in a government warehouse where it would rot. The thought made his blood boil, and he took the liberty of smacking the bust of some nameless sycophant off its pedestal as he stormed out of the Capitol. The sound of the plaster shattering on the granite gave him a bit of pleasure, but only for a moment. His life’s work was being tossed away like garbage. As he made his way down the steps, his head began to pound. It became intense, forcing him to sit on the Capitol steps.

			“Are you really going to let them treat you like that?” The voice startled him and seemed to come from everywhere—and nowhere. Ottavio looked around, but there was no one near him. It felt like a wildfire was burning through his brain, and he clutched his forehead, eyes watering as the voice spoke again. “Release me from my crystalline prison, and I will give you everything you want. I will expand your knowledge of the universe in ways you can’t imagine. All you have to do is touch it.” An image of the crystal flashed through his mind’s eye, its violet, opalescent facets glittering in white light.

			“Who are you?” Ottavio whispered aloud, but the voice didn’t answer. The pain coursing through him only seconds before relented.

			He took a few moments to regain what remained of his composure. Am I going insane? The thought troubled him, but the voice had seemed so real, so present, and it was unlike any voice he had ever heard.

			A year earlier, a rumor circulated among his staff that the crystal was haunted, that it contained the spirit of some ancient being, but Ottavio quashed that rumor with an iron fist, firing the lab assistant who had started it. He remembered his cold words as he chastised her in front of the rest of his team.

			“We are scientists, not storytellers! This is one of the most advanced labs in the world. I will not have you distracting the rest of my team from the seriousness of our work with silly stories manufactured for attention. Get your things and get out!”

			Now he wasn’t so sure he had been right. Maybe the crystal affected her brain chemistry or brain waves, and it is affecting me now, but why now? I’m not even near the crystal …

			“Sir?” A Capitol guardsman had noticed him while he was lost in thought. “Are you all right?”

			Ottavio managed a curt nod, startled and embarrassed at the prospect that the guard may have seen him talking to himself.

			“Unfortunately, you can’t sit here, sir. You’ll need to be on your way.” The guard gave him a firm, but concerned look, the kind of look that only agents of law enforcement seemed to be able to fully master.

			Ottavio pushed himself to his feet, and blood rushed to his head. His surroundings spun, and he swayed. The guard put a hand on his shoulder to steady him, but the vertigo passed, and he brushed it off, forcing his legs into action. He might only have access to his lab and the crystal for a few more days. He wasn’t sure it was enough time to find the answers he was looking for, but it was all he had to work with. Something inside of him tugged at him to do exactly as the voice instructed. “All you have to do is touch it.”
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			Ottavio entered his code and walked through the biometric scanner. It was the last of a series of security measures required to enter the lab. Upon entering, the first chamber was a dimly lit observation room that looked out onto an enormous, oblong granite chamber. It was where he conducted the majority of his research on the crystal, but it was of little interest to him at the moment. A whisper of a memory from the early days of his research tickled the back of his mind, just out of reach.

			Ottavio’s team was not the first to study the crystal and its properties. When he received the crystal seven years before, he paid the files from Project Harmony little mind, as that team and its methods had been discredited, disgraced. There wasn’t much to see, anyway—the whole undertaking had been an embarrassment to the administration, and most of the files were heavily redacted.

			Project Harmony’s research centered around using acoustics to manipulate genes. Ottavio believed in pushing the boundaries of science, but given the science community’s current understanding of genetics, the idea was absurd. They were barely beginning to gain a firm grasp of viral gene therapy when the Rift had torn the country apart, and Ottavio doubted anyone had taken the field any further since then.

			The crystal’s properties were astounding, but trying to use it to manipulate a gene was like trying to perform a triple bypass with an arrowhead. They would have had to have some sort of exact template of what they were trying to accomplish, a living specimen of some kind, and even then …

			Ottavio threw open the door to the records room and began shoving boxes full of old, oxidized papers to the side. After a great deal of effort, sweat dripping down his forehead, he found the tag he was looking for—Dr. Basilio, Project Harmony. He began fervently flipping through the pages.

			Most of them were useless swathes of black streaks, but after about twenty minutes, he found the memo. It struck him like a beacon in the night. Unlike the other documents, the paper was almost pure white, with a few sentences printed at the top:

			Memo 113

			Under no circumstances should the crystal be handled without level four protection. Direct exposure has been shown to cause extreme psychosis. All cases have resulted in death. Cause unknown.

			Dr. Basilio

			He suddenly realized that this memo was the reason level four protocols were in place for his team as well. Over the years, entrenched in his work, he had all but forgotten about this single unredacted document from the first research team. The crystal had never been directly handled by him or any of his staff. His head began to spin. Was I accidentally exposed? Has indirect, but long-term exposure somehow affected me? A searing pain ricocheted between his temples, nearly bringing him to his knees.

			“Release me.” The command boomed from the depths of his own mind. Ottavio resisted, but he felt as if someone was reaching inside of him, squeezing his organs.

			 “Release me, and the pain will stop!”

			Ottavio shook his head violently. “You’re not real!” he shouted.

			“All you must do is touch it. Touch it and it ends.”

			Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, his better angels cried out, pleading with him to stop, but his body felt like it was on fire, every nerve ending aflame in searing agony. Ottavio stumbled from the records room, barely aware of where he was or what he was doing. There were only two things now that existed for him, the pain and the voice telling him how to end it. He would do anything to be rid of it.

			He broke into a jog down rows of blinking servers, humming their mechanical melody as he passed. Darkness crept on the edges of his vision. The voice and the pain continued to grow stronger, more pronounced, as he approached the crystal.

			“Release me!”

			Finally, he reached his goal, a small, white metal box with conduits branching out of it like tree roots. He bent down to look through its radiation-shielded window and there was his salvation. The crystal’s violet facets glinted in the white, sterile light of the resonance oscillator.

			“Release me!”

			Ottavio was past the point of no return. It was a wonder he was still conscious. He yanked the door open and seized the crystal in his fist. As soon as he touched it, his pain washed away. The surface was smooth and cool. He took a deep breath. The voice was right. All I had to do was touch it.

			The thought had barely formed when he felt his fist pulse. He looked down at his hand as a silvery-purple, mercury-like substance began to weave its way between his fingers. He watched in horror as it snaked its way up his arm. Ottavio slapped at it, frantically trying to rid himself of the substance. He yelled and scratched and scraped and clawed, but it was no use. Undeterred, the substance crept up his body until it reached his mouth and slithered inside of him.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3
Second Fiddle

			The Roundhouse, New Mexico’s State Capitol, buckled as another missile evaded its perimeter of SAM batteries, but Ela managed to keep her balance as she entered the governor’s office. “Report!” she snapped at her staff. “How did those lazy, soft eastern bunnies breach our defenses so quickly? We knew we were outmanned, but why in the hell aren’t our batteries firing?” There was a momentary pause. She realized that her staff had never heard her curse or raise her voice before.

			Her chief of staff cleared his throat. “Ma’am, we are working on it!”

			“Daemon, working on it isn’t good enough! Get them online. Now!” Her palm slapped the governor’s desk. “People are dying out there! Our people! This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not like this.” She massaged her forehead. If only Kara were here, she would know exactly what to do.

			The batteries were just tested! They knew the Feds were coming, and she and Kara had worked with Major Seth Drake to create a solid defense plan, one that risked minimal civilian casualties. The SAM batteries were the lynchpin of that strategy, and Kara had gone to great lengths to secure them from their northern allies. Without them, they didn’t stand a chance against the resources and manpower of the East. Now, their community was being obliterated.

			Daemon stepped up beside her and placed his hand on her arm. “Major Drake has his best techs on it, ma’am. We are doing everything …” His words were drowned by another deafening explosion, and they braced themselves on the governor’s desk as the foundations of the Roundhouse shook.

			When Ela regained her bearings, she straightened and smoothed her dress, brushing a strand of hair from her face. It was clear they had been defeated. She didn’t know how it had happened, but she needed to shift her priorities. It was imperative that she save as many lives as she could, and there was only one way she could think of to do it. Kara might have devised some grand, miraculous plan to save the day. Hell, she probably would have gone down to fix the batteries herself, but Ela was not Kara. I am the lieutenant governor for a reason.

			Ela cleared her throat. “Listen up, people! We planned to fight longer, harder, better. We even thought we might win.” The room was quiet now, all eyes on her. The busy work of coordinating the defensive effort halted. Sadness welled in her heart, and she had to pause to collect her voice. She was on the verge of tears, but she needed to be strong for these valiant men and woman who had put their lives on the line.

			She carried on with a steady voice, head held high, looking her staff in the eyes. “Higher powers have other plans. We have all done our very best, but the fact of the matter is, our people are no longer protected. Every time one of those missiles hits, tens, maybe hundreds, of our people die. The bunnies are cowards, dishonorable. They are targeting our civilians, and without our defenses, we have no choice. These people may end up being under the boot of a tyrant, but at least they will be alive to make the choices they see fit for themselves and their families, no matter how limited those choices are. As lieutenant governor, with the authority given to me by the people of the Land of Enchantment, I hereby issue our unconditional surrender.”

			A hush fell over the room; heads bowed. She could see Franny wiping tears from her eyes. The sorrow was so intense it nearly suppressed the sounds of war raging on around them. Ela turned toward her right-hand man. “Daemon,” she said softly, “get me the commander of the federal forces.”

			As Daemon turned to the comm station, Major Seth Drake and two of his men strode through the doors. “That won’t be necessary,” Drake said confidently, and relief washed over Ela.

			“You got the batteries back online? Thank God!” She stepped around the desk to embrace him, but he held up his hand, stopping her short.

			“Well, ummm … not exactly.” A wide grin spread across his face.

			The next few moments were utter chaos. Major Drake pulled his sidearm and shot Daemon point-blank in the head. Daemon collapsed, a pool of blood blossoming out over the floor. Staffers shrieked and gasped as Drake nonchalantly removed a white cloth from his pocket and wiped the blood spatter from his face. The room spun as Ela struggled to process what was happening. She swayed, barely managing to keep herself upright.

			She wasn’t sure if seconds or minutes passed before Drake grabbed her arm roughly and pushed her so she was standing in front of the desk. He walked around and seated himself in the governor’s chair, his wicked smile growing as he watched her put the pieces together.

			“Well, Ela, this is a bit awkward, but, as I was saying, it won’t be necessary to get the federal commander on the radio. You’re looking at him. Your unconditional surrender is accepted.”

			“You … you …” Ela stuttered, unable to pull the words together. Her mind wouldn’t connect with her muscles. She was, quite literally, powerless. She staggered forward, her face flushed, eyes burning with rage, but one of Drake’s men grabbed her arms, pulling her back.

			Drake looked at her quizzically, pointed his pistol and fired it again, hitting her logistics officer, Franny, square in the chest. The girl crumpled, and Ela watched in horror as Franny choked on her own blood.

			Ela was shaking like a leaf. Even though she knew what was happening, that they were being betrayed in the most dishonorable way, her heart refused to accept it. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. Tears of devastation, confusion, and rage streamed down her face.

			Drake calmly set his gun on the desk in front of him and waited for Franny’s gurgling to subside before he spoke. “Now, tell me where I can find Kara Svalynn,” he said, eyes twinkling with dangerous amusement.
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			The black Chevy Tahoe screeched to a halt in front of the garage, smoke rolling out from under the hood. The door opened violently, and a woman, covering her face with her blouse, stumbled out coughing and hacking. She ran over to the side of the building and bent over, putting her hands on her knees as she sucked in fresh air between coughs. This went on for two or three minutes, until the fit subsided. She straightened and placed her hand on the side of the building, withdrawing it immediately from the searing metal. She proceeded to shake it vigorously as she stomped around the parking lot, issuing profanities, oblivious to the fact that a wide-eyed Ash had been watching the whole ordeal in stunned silence.

			She walked in a large semicircle around the parking lot before she finally came face-to-face with him, and stopped dead in her tracks. A startled expression washed over her, and she tensed. They stood there, frozen, staring at each other.

			The first thing Ash noticed was how clean and well-kept she looked. Her brown hair fell down her shoulders in luscious waves that shone in the sun. She looked athletic and had piercing blue eyes. They were the lightest blue he had ever seen. Her clothes were clean and pressed, and her nails glistened in the sunlight. Blushing, he realized how dirty and disheveled he must appear, and he quickly glanced down at his own hands. They were smudged with grit, and his fingernails were caked with dirt. I must look like a vagrant. But to his astonishment, instead of shying away, the woman stepped forward and offered her hand.

			“I’m Karen. Karen Lynn.”

			 He hesitated but composed himself the best he could and stepped forward to take her hand, making sure to look her in the eyes properly, the way Javier had taught him. “I’m Ash, Ash Phoenix.”

			Karen gave him a quizzical look. “Let’s get out of the sun, shall we?”

			She carried an air of command that reminded him of Somna, but he pushed the thought aside and nodded in agreement. He had so many questions that he didn’t even know where to begin. Karen was the first stranger, outsider, to come to Dulce in … How long had it been? he wondered. Seven years? He had mostly forgotten about the world “out there.” On the rare occasion she talked about it, his aunt made it seem like a smoldering heap of human waste and despair.

			“Where did you come from?” He realized he was staring at her with wonder, and he averted his gaze.

			She laughed. “I was about to ask you the same question. What are you doing all of the way out here? I had no idea there was anyone left this far north.” Her blue eyes seemed to penetrate the very depths of his soul. “I suppose it’s a good thing, given my current circumstance.”

			“After the collapse.”

			“You mean the Rift?”

			Ash paused. “I’ve never heard it called that, but then again, we haven’t seen anyone from the outside since the collapse … Rift,” he said, correcting himself, unsure he fully comprehended the term. Karen looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to continue, and he stumbled over his words. “I … the … we survived.” He barely managed to finish his sentence. He had never needed to explain it to anyone. “I don’t know what more there is to tell.” He shrugged.

			“I think you’d be surprised.” Her brow furrowed as she continued to gaze at him like a cat studying its prey.

			Ash tried not to let his discomfort show. “And what about you? You haven’t told me what you’re doing here. There’s nothing out here.”

			“I wouldn’t say you’re nothing,” she replied, tilting her head. She had a subtle way of avoiding his questions. Ash might look like a wild animal with his hair ruffled and his face smudged with dirt, but after nearly twenty years of living with Somna, he was smart enough to know when he was being misdirected.

			Karen turned and gestured at her car. “Do you mind helping me push my car out of the way? Is there any way you can fix it?” She looked around, taking in the tools.

			Ash smiled. “Sure. I’ll have a look and see what I can do—if you stop avoiding my questions and tell me what you’re doing out here, dressed like you just stepped out of a movie.”

			She gave him a hard, appraising look. Ash could tell she wasn’t used to being challenged, and for the first time since they met, he felt calm and composed. She was staring at him, but he returned her gaze with equal intensity.

			“I seem to have misjudged you, Mr. Phoenix, and that’s not a mistake I often make.” She paused, and Ash could tell she was carefully considering what to say next. “There’s a war raging out there, Ash, and I’m trying to steer clear of it.”
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			“It’s no use.” Ash threw the wrench on the ground. “Your radiator is busted, and I don’t have the parts to fix it. I’m afraid wherever you’re going, you’re going to have to do it on foot.”

			“In this heat?”

			Ash looked Karen up and down. She has a point. She didn’t look cut out for much more than an evening stroll. “I’m overdue at home. I’ve been gone for the better part of twenty-four hours, and my aunt will be worried sick. Why don’t you come back with me, and we’ll see what we can do for you?”

			Karen nodded slowly. It wasn’t like she had other options, but he could feel her discomfort. It radiated from her. He knew in his gut that she wasn’t being entirely forthcoming, but she was hardly dangerous, and despite her hard, confident demeanor, he sensed she was nervous, maybe even a little frightened. These were dangerous times, and he couldn’t blame her for being cautious.

			Ash looked down at her high heels. “Do you … um … have anything else to wear? We’ve got a bit of a hike ahead of us.”

			She flashed him a smile. “As a matter of fact, I do. I didn’t come completely unprepared.” She opened the back door of the Tahoe and pulled out a duffle bag. She twirled her finger motioning for him to turn his back while she changed. Ash couldn’t help blushing even though he was facing the other direction.

			

			“You can turn around now,” she said after a few awkward minutes.

			He was pleased to see she was sensibly outfitted. She wore running shoes and white spandex, which covered her arms and legs and would protect her from the sun. She wore nylon shorts over the leggings and a matching shirt. On her back she carried a lightweight backpack. It was all of the highest quality, quality he hadn’t seen since he was a young boy. She looked—sporty—but he didn’t want to seem too impressed. He nodded brusquely. “That’ll do. We should be on our way.”

			Ash pushed the rusty door open at the back of the shop and stepped into the late afternoon sun. Fortunately, the sun was low enough now that the mountains were casting shadows on this side of the valley. “Try and keep up,” he hollered over his shoulder.
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			Somna sat in her rocking chair on the front porch, fussing with her dress. Her eyes were tired from the strain of her worry, and she was trying to rest them. Ash had been gone since the funeral. At first, she understood his need to grieve alone, but her understanding turned to concern as morning came and went without any sign of her nephew.

			Maria had dropped by that morning to collect some water, but Somna kept the situation to herself, not wanting to raise unnecessary alarm. Maria had enough on her mind with the loss of her husband. Somna had been certain that Ash would turn up soon, but the hours ticked by, and Ash did not come home. It was now late afternoon. It was time to go gather the men and send out yet another search party. She needed to be strong for the community, but inside she was terrified. She pushed herself out of her chair, mentally preparing herself for what was to come. Just as she was about to ring the large dinner bell on her porch to summon the townspeople, she heard the back screen door creak open and slam shut.

			She hurried through the house, as fast as an old woman her age could move, and there he was, standing in the kitchen. Somna threw her arms around him, tears welling up in her eyes. She was so relieved, especially considering what had just happened with Javier. Ash hugged her back.

			“I’m sorry, Auntie,” he said gently.

			They stayed that way for several minutes, in an inseparable embrace, until finally she pushed him away. Her initial relief was replaced with frustration, and she grabbed her journal—a thick leather-bound volume—from the kitchen table and slapped him with it. He was too tall for her to reach the back of his head, so she settled for his chest.

			“Ow!” he yelled, rubbing his pec.

			“Well, you deserve it! Don’t you ever do that to me again, young man!” she said, shaking the book at him, and then she threw it on the table in a huff. She had been so fixated on her nephew that she hadn’t noticed the unfamiliar lady standing behind him. She was beautiful. Her eyes were bright blue, her brown hair cascaded down her back, and Somna could tell she carried an air of command.

			Ash stepped to the side so he could make a proper introduction. “Auntie, this is Karen.”

			Somna surveyed the newcomer. She sensed that this woman somehow marked the end of their peaceful existence. She was under no illusion that their little community would remain isolated forever. To be honest, she was surprised it had remained hidden for as long as it had. While Somna would show Karen every courtesy and hospitality a traveler deserved, she didn’t have to like it.

			Somna put on her best face and extended a hand. “Welcome, Karen. I am Somna. Please, come have a drink of water and share your story. That is, if you are not too tired?”

			Karen shook her head. “I think I can manage a bit more conversation. I have some questions of my own.”

			I’m sure you do, Karen. Somna feigned a warm smile. “Of course! Ash, would you go fetch a pitcher of fresh water from the spring?” She waved Karen to follow her. “Come, we have much to discuss.” Ash hurried off as she ushered their guest into the living room.

			They seated themselves on the old, worn sofa. Somna could smell the civilization on her. “Tell me, Karen, where are you from?”

			“Albuquerque.” Karen turned as if to wipe a tear from her eye, but Somna could tell it was an act. “What’s left of it, anyway.”

			“I see.” Somna’s eyes narrowed. “I’m guessing it’s a very different world from the one I knew.”

			“I’m sure it is. The country is divided. The western states are fighting for their independence from the greedy, tyrannical government in Washington, DC, which claims to fight for unification for the good of all but in reality seeks only to strip us of our freedoms and resources to enrich itself. People are dying from food and water shortages and heat. Crime and corruption thrive wherever the East casts its shadow. It’s not good.”

			Somna considered her words. Karen, if that was really her name, wasn’t telling her much that she didn’t already know or hadn’t deduced herself. The secessions were news, but they weren’t surprising. Talk of splitting off from the top-heavy, wasteful bureaucracy in the East had been rampant years before the Rift. The climate shifts and the resource shortages must have hammered the final nail into the metaphorical coffin, but that wasn’t what interested her. I want to know what this woman is doing here. From the look of her, she was well-fed and watered, well-kept, and even though no one had said as much, had traveled in a vehicle. If she hadn’t, she would have been crisped like a chicharron halfway to Abiquiu. Furthermore, her nails were done, and her hair was combed, obviously layered by a stylist. She was wearing practical, well-made clothing that looked fresh off the rack. This woman came from money or power, probably both, and it didn’t take much to know that she was running from someone or something. That something would, sooner or later, show up here as well. Rich, powerful people didn’t just wander off into a desert wasteland unless they were chased into it. This woman obviously needed help, help Somna was willing to provide as long as Karen cut the crap.

			“What are you doing out here? By the looks of it,” Somna said, gesturing up and down, “you could have afforded to go East. Why come out here to no-man’s-land?” Somna knew she was being direct, almost to the point of being rude, but she didn’t care.

			Karen leaned forward, grabbing the glass of water Ash had just placed in front of her, and took a sip before answering. “Things are falling apart in the South, and I have family in Colorado …”

			Ash was now sitting across from them, enraptured. Somna held up a hand, cutting her off. Patience was not one of her best qualities, and she was done mincing words with this vixen, but she wasn’t about to call her out in front of Ash, not with the way he was ogling her. Somna didn’t like where this conversation was headed. She didn’t want Ash getting any crazy ideas of adventure, particularly with his brain freshly addled by the loss of Javier. She knew how the minds of young men worked all too well, and she turned to him. “Ash, I’m sorry. I almost forgot. Maria asked if you could bring by some water, and I’m sure she would like to know that you’re OK.”

			“But …” Ash said.

			“No buts, Ash. It’s getting late, and Maria needs that water. Karen and I will be here when you get back,” she said with a pause, adding, “and don’t say anything about our guest. We will make the rounds tomorrow, but we don’t need the whole town running over here to gawk. I’m sure Karen is tired. Now go.” She shooed him along with the back of her hand, and he grudgingly departed. Once she was sure he was out of earshot, Somna turned to Karen and looked her in the eye.

			“I’ll be honest, Karen. We don’t have much here, but we do have peace. Now, I don’t know why you’re here, and frankly, I don’t want to know. The less I know the better. The better for Ash, the better for my community.” She paused and took a sip of water. “Without being overly rude, what do you need in order to move on?”

			Karen didn’t seem phased at all. She looked thoughtfully at Somna. “It is not my intention to bring trouble here, Somna. I didn’t think I would run into anyone in this region. We were told it was completely abandoned. You are right about one thing, though. I do need help. If you would point me in the right direction, give me what food and water you can spare, and let me rest here for the night, I would be grateful.”

			“One night,” Somna said sternly, holding up her index finger. “You need to leave before first light, under cover of dark. I don’t want Ash getting any ideas about running off with you on some grand adventure. I’m sure he would, given what he has been through. He’d jump at anything to distract himself from his grief.” She stopped herself, realizing she might have said too much.

			“His grief?” Karen said with concern.

			“He—the community—lost someone very important to us,” Somna said curtly. “It doesn’t concern you. You’ll be gone by morning, and there is no need to bring it up again.” Somna let out a breath and smoothed her hair back. For whatever reason, Karen’s concern got under her skin, and she was letting it show.

			She composed herself and pressed on. “Now, to the matter of pointing you in the right direction. I think I can do you one better than pointing.” Somna didn’t want Karen there, but whatever she was doing, she also felt compelled to give her a fighting chance. While Karen might not be telling her the whole truth, Somna imagined she had her reasons. I did the same to the survivors of Dulce and to Ash long ago. She quickly quashed the thought. That person wasn’t who she was anymore. Whatever she had done, whatever lies she had told so very long ago, she had atoned for them with the good she had done for the people of Dulce, and now for this woman who sat before her.

			Somna shuffled off to the kitchen and grabbed her leather journal. She returned and set it down on the coffee table. It made a loud thud. Somna opened it, thumbing through the pages until she found what she was looking for. She creased the paper and tore it out and did the same with the next page, handing them to Karen. She had no need for them anymore. They were a reminder of who she had been and what she had done. She didn’t need those memories anymore, and whatever remained of them on those pages, they would disappear with Karen.

			“There is an old government tunnel system that runs from just outside our community, about ten miles up the canyon.” She pointed to an x on the first page. “There’s the entrance. The tunnels are cool and should give you a good cover from the sun and the heat on the first leg of your journey. The tunnel system comes out on an old set of railroad tracks that run all the way to Durango …”

			“Durango!” Karen interrupted. “I’m headed to Denver. Durango would be … counterproductive.”

			“I don’t know any way through the mountains to Denver. Perhaps if you get to Durango, you can find safe passage to Denver from there. That’s the best I can do. I don’t know what I don’t know. Now, shall we continue?” Somna was growing impatient. Ash would be returning soon, and she didn’t want him getting even the slightest whiff of this. He was like a dog with a bone once he got an idea in his head, and she no longer wielded the influence over him she’d once had. He was no longer a boy. His decision to go with the search party that found Javier was evidence of that. Still, she was the leader of their community, and she would continue to do what she thought was best for everyone, and that included her nephew.

			Karen nodded, and Somna carried on. “There is a map of the tunnels here on the second page. It may come in handy if any of them have collapsed. It is a huge network, so you should be able to find a work-around if you run into any roadblocks. All the intersections are marked on the map.” She pointed to the little squiggles on the map, and Karen studied it carefully. She may be soft and monied, but she’s not dumb. “I will leave a pack with supplies out by the screen door at the back of the house once Ash is asleep. Any questions?”

			Karen shook her head.

			“Good, because I don’t have any more answers. A word of caution, though. Take the most direct path and do not, under any circumstances, touch any of the electronics in the tunnel system.” Somna heard footsteps on the porch. “Now put those out of sight, and remember, out before dawn, unseen, unheard.”

			The door opened, and Ash rushed inside out of breath. “What did I miss?”

			Somna leaned forward, as naturally as she could, and patted Karen on the leg, like they were old gal pals. “Oh, Karen here was telling me about what happened to Albuquerque, weren’t you, Karen?” Karen nodded. “But … she is getting rather tired, and understandably so. There will be plenty of time to pick her brain tomorrow. I know it’s early, but we could all stand to turn in and get a little rest. I, myself, am tired from worrying.” She turned back to their guest. “Karen, you can stay on the couch.”

			“Yes, Somna, thank you for your hospitality. I think I will turn in for the evening. I’m dead tired,” Karen said, putting her hand over her mouth as she yawned. She was playing along well. The fake yawn was a nice touch. In another life, another time, we might have been friends, Somna thought, slightly amused.

			Ash looked disappointed, but he was a courteous young man and took his cue. “Well, ladies, I will bid you goodnight. Tomorrow then?”

			“Yes, tomorrow,” Karen said. “Goodnight, Ash.”

			Somna waited until Ash was in his room, gathered the supplies she had promised, and retired without another word to their guest. She was exhausted from dealing with one crisis after another—Javier’s death, Ash running off, and now this troublesome newcomer. She hoped this was the end, that they could return to their peaceful lives, that Ash could grieve and heal, but something deep down inside told her this was only the beginning. The winds of change and trouble were blowing, and try as she might, there was nothing she could do to stop them.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 4: 
Bigger Fish

			“This will all stop if you tell me what I want to know, Ela.” Drake was a little annoyed with himself for executing her staff. He could have used them as leverage, but live and learn. He would get the answers he wanted one way or another. He flipped the switch again, and Ela’s body shook and jolted as current ran through her. He had to admit—he was slightly impressed. Ela always seemed … what’s the word? Pampered. Yes, that’s the word. He never imagined she would stand up to any torture, let alone torture of this caliber. Regardless, it was making for a rather interesting, good time. He switched off the battery, listening to the sweet sound of her desperate sobs.

			He leaned forward in his chair. “Ela, come now. We go way back. Just tell me where Kara went. Why did she leave? Does she know something? Does she have something? Tell me, and this all stops.”

			Ela, always so graceful and composed, screamed at him. “You monster! I will never, never give you anything!”

			Drake smiled and wagged his finger at her. “Never say never, Ela.” He was about to start another round of current, but one of his lieutenants burst through the cell door just as his finger landed on the switch.

			“Sir!” The lieutenant saluted.

			“I told you that I wasn’t to be disturbed, Renda. What is it?” he said, enunciating each word.

			“Sir! Sorry, sir! Call from the White House. They say it’s urgent, sir! I wouldn’t have interrupted you for anything less,” he added, letting his arm relax from his salute.

			“Did I say at ease, Lieutenant?” Renda’s hand snapped back up to his forehead. Drake got up and kicked his chair over, storming out of the cell. “Watch her until I get back. Don’t let her fall asleep!” he barked over his shoulder.

			Despite his frustration with the interruption, Drake’s curiosity was piqued, and he made his way to the governor’s office with haste. He practically ran down the hall when he got to the top floor. He thrust himself into the big, padded chair and took a moment to compose himself before pressing the blinking button on the conference phone.

			“Major Seth Drake speaking,” he said with authority.

			There was silence on the other end of the line, and for a moment he wasn’t sure if he had accidentally disconnected the call. The thought mortified him.

			“Major Drake, congratulations are in order, I hear.” The voice was soft and flat.

			“With who do I have the pleasure of speaking.”

			“Whom,” the voice answered.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking? That is the proper way to ask the question.” Drake’s face grew red. He did not like being corrected, but the voice on the other end of the line carried on in its uncaring tone. “I am Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler. I report directly to the president of the United States on matters involving national security in the seceded states. While I would like to congratulate you on your success in Santa Fe, we have a problem. A big problem. Have you been able to locate the former governor?”

			“Ummm … no … sir, but we are, uh, working on it.” Drake was off balance. He wasn’t aware until then that Washington cared about the disappearance of Kara Svalynn. He knew she was up to something, and he was eager to find out what, but his reasons were personal in nature. For years he had dreamed of bringing her down, but she had slipped through his fingers just as his patient plan had fallen into place.

			It hadn’t been easy. Kara was extremely perceptive. He always had to keep his guard up, playing the role of the dutiful officer, dedicated to the cause. His victory last night wasn’t the victory he had imagined. Not without her. She had slithered off without a word hours before the Federal Guard arrived. It infuriated him. It plagued him. I will hunt her down …

			His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Mahler’s voice. “Major, you will use proper language when you are talking to me. I don’t want to hear any fillers, like ‘ummm’ and ‘uh.’ You will talk to me with the intelligence and decorum of an officer of the United States military. Is that understood?”

			Major Drake had been the highest-ranking officer in the New Mexico Army National Guard when Kara declared the state’s formal secession three years before. He was used to being the top dog, reporting only to Kara herself, and she had left him to his own devices, trusting that he knew what he was doing. She only involved herself in military matters of grave importance, such as the surface-to-air missile defense plan. He was unaccustomed to being chastised, and his anger boiled over. “I don’t know who you think you are …”

			Mahler’s sharp voice interrupted him. “I, in case it hasn’t been made clear to you, Major, am your commanding officer. Now that your loyalties are public knowledge, you report directly to me. I am willing to forgive your ignorance this once, only because I don’t believe you were aware of the chain of command, but now that you are, we have an important matter to discuss. Kara Svalynn.” He carried on without giving Drake the chance to respond. “We have reason to believe that Ms. Svalynn is in possession of some information vital to national security. From what I could gather from your incoherent response, you have not been able to locate her?” Drake could feel heat rising in his cheeks, but he managed to hold his tongue. Mahler continued.

			“Our satellite spotted a vehicle in northern New Mexico near the old town of Dulce. That region was deserted nearly seven years ago. Kara Svalynn is there. You are to take your best men and capture her alive and unharmed. It shouldn’t be that hard. She’s a politician. Once you have her in custody, you will bring her back to Santa Fe, where you will deliver her directly to me. You are not to interrogate her. In fact, do not even talk to her. Is that clear?”

			“You are coming to Santa Fe?” Drake asked, incredulously. That a senior official would travel this close to enemy lines reinforced his suspicions about Kara.

			Special Agent Mahler sighed impatiently. “Yes, Major. Are your orders clear?”

			“What information do you think she has? When we capture her …”

			 “I asked you if your orders were clear, Major.” It was evident this was not a dialogue.

			“Yes … sir,” Drake managed to choke out.

			“Do not mess this up,” Mahler hissed. The line clicked, abruptly ending the conversation. Drake was fuming. How can they treat me like this after I handed them one of the most strategic capitals in the West on a silver platter? He was so upset that he failed to notice a female officer standing in the doorway. She had short, dirty blond hair, a muscular build more befitting a man, and she was tall. Uncommonly tall. The insignia on her lapel indicated she was a captain.

			Drake was in no mood for this. “Who the hell are you, and what the hell do you want?”

			“Captain Finn reporting for duty, sir!”

			“I have enough officers,” Drake said with disdain. The merger of the Federal Guard with his loyal National Guard after the capture of the city was creating a rather top-heavy structure. He wouldn’t be surprised if there were more officers than foot soldiers at this rate. “I do not need another.”

			“Forgive me, sir, but my orders came from Special Agent Mahler. I am to make sure we leave for Dulce with all due haste, and I am to accompany you.” She gave him a nervous side-glance and then added, “Sir!”

			Drake leaned forward in his chair, steepling his fingers. “Well, have you made all the necessary preparations?”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“You have arranged the convoy?”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“You have stocked the fuel and supply trucks?”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“You have the detachment roster?”

			“Yes, mostly, Major!”

			“Mostly?”

			

			“I thought I would let you make the final selections, sir! I didn’t want to be overly presumptuous, sir!”

			Drake sighed. “Leave it on my desk, and I will finalize it. Dismissed.” He waved her off, but she continued to stand still in a full salute. “Are you deaf, Captain? I said, ‘Dismissed!’”

			Her face grew a brilliant shade of violet, but she didn’t move a muscle. “Sir, I have orders from Special Agent Mahler not to leave your side. He said I am to make sure we leave at 0800, sir.” She said the “sir” with less vigor this time.

			Drake slumped into his chair, slightly deflated. None of this was working out the way he had envisioned. Instead of hailing him like the hero he was, Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler was sending a babysitter to look after him. It was insulting, and he wasn’t going to stand for it, but Drake hadn’t survived this long by losing his temper. He was a cunning strategist. Many things could go wrong in the field, and he was sure the opportunity to rid himself of Mahler’s lap dog would present itself.

			He composed himself and suppressed his rage. “Fine,” he said curtly. “Give me the list.” She stepped forward, and he snatched it out of her hand. He studied the detachment roster and then took out a red pen. He added First Lieutenant Renda’s name to the list and a couple of others he knew were loyal to him and him alone. He handed it back and rose from the chair.

			“You said 0800, Captain?”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“Well then, we’d better get moving!” Drake brushed passed her into the hall. Captain Finn followed him like a puppy. An unwanted puppy. He desperately wanted to blow off some steam, and Ela came to mind, but that would have to wait. It seemed he couldn’t sneeze without Washington’s approval, and part of him regretted turning coat on Kara, but only a small part. He was convinced he could still turn this around. After all, he was no longer eating secessionist slop in the mess hall with the rest of the soldiers. For dinner the previous night, he had eaten his first real piece of beef since the Rift and nearly cried tears of joy. It was a dinner worthy of his station, and it was worth every ounce of his betrayal. He would capture Kara and prove himself again to Washington, and once they recognized his value, they would grant him more of the rewards he was so long overdue.
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			Aryn Finn was not easily shaken. Fighting for the noble cause of reuniting her great nation had been her dream since she was a teenager. She romanticized the heroes on the front lines risking their lives for liberty and justice.

			Although her father disapproved—he had no sons—he hadn’t objected when she entered the officers’ corps after college. Every other high-profile family in their sphere of influence sent one of their own to fight the good fight. But now that she was finally there—in the thick of the action—she felt a deep sense of disappointment, and she couldn’t shake it.

			If anything bothered her more than dishonor, she hadn’t encountered it, and Seth Drake embodied the word. She thought when she left Washington behind, she had left the greasy innerworkings of politics with it, but she had been sorely mistaken. The fact that Major Seth Drake was in command of the regiment in Santa Fe was all the proof she needed of that. He had summarily executed fourteen prisoners of war, who had peacefully surrendered, and somehow he was still in command. The thought disgusted her, and that was just scratching the surface if the rumors were to be believed. And she believed they were.

			However, Aryn Finn was loyal to the cause she had worked so hard to fight for and had faith that it was still inherently just and good. She would do her duty and would continue to follow orders, to carry out their mission to the best of her ability. Without that, the Federal Guard was nothing; the United States was nothing. It would fall apart, and so would the work of reunification.

			She needed to put her personal feelings aside, but that didn’t mean she was going to be docile and stupid. Seth Drake was no different than any other of the dozens of politicians or lobbyists who came creeping around the Finn residence on a weekly basis to see her father. She knew Drake like she knew the back of her hand, and despite the fact that he was putting on a good face at the moment, she knew it was a ruse.

			Well, she thought, perhaps my station here has a purpose after all. As the convoy pulled out, she silently vowed to ensure Major Drake followed orders. She would remind him of the conventions and limitations of war, should he need reminding. She was certain he would. Honor was the only thing that would reunite this broken land, and she would be damned if her detachment would stray from that path on her watch. She closed her eyes as the truck lurched into motion, her confidence renewed that she was precisely where she was needed the most.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 5: 
Undercover

			The bright moonlight filtered through the worn, sun-bleached curtains, casting ethereal, silver shadows over Ash’s small, second-story bedroom. Despite the physical strain of the day, his brain churned, a mess of unanswered questions. Of one thing he was certain. He was going with Karen Lynn, whether she wanted him to or not.

			He was onto Somna the moment she laid eyes on Karen. His aunt thought she was crafty, unreadable, but Ash saw the way she scanned her like an android from some sci-fi movie. He saw right through her maneuver to get rid of him, ordering him to take water to Maria’s. After all these years of Ash’s watching that wily old cat wheel and deal, she still hadn’t realized that Ash had picked up her tricks and was as good, if not better, at them than she was.

			Ash did as he was told. He took the water to Maria’s house, but at a dead run, and he sprinted back to Somna’s and crept around the house, positioning himself under the living room window. Despite losing a few moments to keep up appearances, he returned in time to hear the bulk of their conversation.

			Somna wanted Karen, the first person with real information from the outside in nearly a decade, gone without a trace. She didn’t want to know more about why Karen was there, or what was going on “out there.” How can we protect ourselves and the ones we love if we cast off opportunities to gain important information? In his confusion over Javier’s senseless death, he never stopped to consider that there were threats encroaching on their little haven. He understood that Somna thought this stranger was trouble, but trouble would come knocking sooner or later with or without Karen’s presence. In fact, it already had. Something wasn’t right with the world. He had no way of proving it, other than a feeling deep down in his gut, but that would have been enough for Javier, and it was enough for him.

			Ash wasn’t going to sit around and rot, waiting for the next disaster to come rolling through. Whether it came as another death, or worse, the annihilation of their community, a tragedy was a tragedy. The world was changing, shifting around them, and he remembered something Somna had said to him long ago. The only constant in the universe is change. It was one of his earliest memories, etched in his mind. He needed to know what was happening, not only for Dulce, but for himself.

			His grief made him feel small, like the world was closing in around him. Karen’s unexpected appearance had changed his perspective, reminding him that it was big and interesting. There were adventures and hardships to experience, friendships to forge, and enemies to be fought. Karen’s arrival was a reminder that the unknown, the undiscovered, was still over the horizon, and it lit a spark in him, a fire to know the world.

			Somna had done everything she could to raise him right, to love him and protect him, and he loved her back with all his heart, but she had made her mark. The small community that survived here despite all odds was all the proof one needed of that, but the time to hide and wait was over. It is time to make my mark, to do what good I can.

			Javier had taught him many things, and Ash realized now that even his death was a lesson—that try as he might to hold the tide of change at bay, one way or another it always came crashing down. The best anyone could do was adapt. The lives of the people of Dulce might very well depend on information that he could only get by venturing beyond the confines of their illusory safety and seeing the world with his own eyes.

			The moon, by which he wrote his goodbye note to Somna, had almost run its full cycle. It was time. Ash walked to his bedroom window. He shouldered his pack and turned one last time to his room, saying a silent prayer for Somna and a goodbye to his home, vowing to return to help and protect those he loved.

			He ducked through the window and positioned himself on the edge of the sill. He tripped as he pushed off, the weight of his pack unbalancing him, and he landed much harder than anticipated, wincing at the loud thud of his clumsy feet hitting the ground. He froze, listening closely for signs of activity in the house. But the minutes went by, and the house remained silent. He relaxed.

			The moon was dipping behind the ridge to the west, its brilliant light fading, and he waited for his eyes to adjust before making his way to the south side of the house. When he poked his head around the corner, he was grateful to see Karen’s supplies still sitting by the back door.

			He didn’t intend to announce his intentions the moment she came out. Karen had made a promise to Somna, and she didn’t seem like the kind of person who took that sort of thing lightly. He would hold back and follow her until the time was right to reveal himself. So, he concealed himself in the shadow of the house and listened intently.

			Sure enough, a few moments later, he heard the familiar, inevitable creak of the screen door. He kept his ears perked, and after what seemed an eternity, heard the sound of Karen gathering up her pack and then the nearly inaudible footsteps of her departure. As promised, she was doing her part, sneaking off unseen and unheard. Ash gave her a bit of a head start before padding off after her.

			The mystery of the underground tunnels burned in his mind. It was a secret Somna had never shared with him, probably because she thought it was too dangerous for him to explore and knew his curiosity would get the better of him. So, he had no idea where to find the entrance. He knew Karen would eventually end up on the train tracks headed west, but there was no way to know how long it would take for her to travel through the tunnels or where, precisely, she would exit. The desert was a vast expanse, and if he didn’t follow her closely, it was probable he would never find her if he lost her trail. He intended to accompany her through the tunnels. He had a strange feeling he was somehow meant to see them.

			Though concealed by cover of darkness, Ash maintained his distance. The sun was due to creep over the horizon at any moment, and they were still out in the open. He was relieved to see they were heading toward the dead forest north of Dulce. Once they reached the woods, it would be easier for him to follow her unseen. So far, everything was working out, and he was grateful for his good fortune.

			After only two hours of tailing Karen through a maze of broken branches and fallen trees, the intense, desert sun scorched. The dead, bald forest did little to shield its rays. Ash was starting to wonder if Somna had sent Karen on a fool’s errand when a clearing came into view. He stopped and carefully watched from behind a tree, observing Karen pull a piece of paper from her back pocket and study it.

			She kept looking down at the paper and then back at a mound at the center of the clearing. She walked around it, inspecting the earthwork, and disappeared from view. Ash waited. A minute went by, then two, and two turned into five, but she did not come around the other side. He grew impatient and worried. Did she go in without me? His anxiety got the better of him and he bolted into the clearing. The moment he stepped into the open, he heard a click. He had spent enough time shooting with Javier to know the sound of the hammer of a gun cocking. He froze.

			“Who the hell are you and why are you following me? Turn slowly with your hands raised and don’t make any sudden moves!” She wasn’t messing around. Ash raised his hands and turned slowly.

			“Jesus, Ash!” she said, exhaling. She released the hammer and holstered the gun, putting her hands on her knees. “I could have killed you! What are you doing out here?”

			Despite the rush of having a live weapon aimed at him, Ash managed to articulate a response. “I … I thought we could be partners, look after each other, help each other out. It’s safer to travel in pairs.” He winced. This wasn’t going at all as he had planned. She rolled her eyes and gave him a look that said, “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

			He threw his arms in the air. “I can’t stay here and pretend there isn’t chaos all around us. Everyone in my life wants to bury their heads in the sand, believing that what they can’t see won’t hurt them, but we’re all at risk if we don’t learn to adapt. How can we adapt if we aren’t prepared, and how can we prepare if we choose to be ignorant? And maybe …”

			“Maybe what?”

			“Maybe I want to see the world for the sake of seeing it!”

			Karen raised her eyebrows. “Well, that is …” she paused, searching for the words, “both noble and understandable, but I promised your aunt I wouldn’t involve you. You need to go home.”

			“No.” As soon as he said it, he realized from the look on her face that it wasn’t a word she was accustomed to hearing. “I’m coming with you, whether you like it or not, and it can be pleasant and mutually beneficial or … or …”

			“Or?” Karen’s brow furrowed, and she crossed her arms over her chest, staring him down.

			“Awkward as hell!”

			She looked at him thoughtfully, a small grin twitching at the corner of her mouth. It wasn’t the expression he was expecting after yelling at her, but he could tell she was considering his words.

			She tucked her pistol into the back of her pants. “All right, then. I suppose I’m not breaking my promise if you come along of your own volition. I did my best to be invisible, and that’s the honest truth. I’m certainly not marching you all the way back to town in this heat. I’ve already lost enough precious time, and I am not going to shoot you, so what choice do I have?” She gave him a hard look, one of those piercing looks that had a way of reducing him to nothing. “This isn’t going to be easy. There are a lot of dangers on the road ahead. You’ll need to keep up.”

			It seemed odd that Karen, the woman who had burst into his life in a pressed pant suit and high heels less than a day ago was the one warning him about the perils of the desert, but there was more to her than met the eye. Maybe, just as she had misjudged him, he had misjudged her. “Could it be any more dangerous than anywhere else or anything else I could be doing?”

			“You are a clever boy, aren’t you?” She gave him a sly look.

			He blushed. He was nearly twenty, and he considered himself a man, but he wasn’t about to argue semantics with her, not when she had agreed to let him come with her.

			

			“Well, then, we’d better get going. Your aunt directed me to this,” she gestured at the mound, “and I am assuming since you knew I was leaving, you heard the rest of the conversation.” Ash was at a loss for words. All he could do was shrug and nod. “Good! Less to catch you up on!”

			They walked to the north side of the mound, where they found a rusty metal hatch half-buried in the dirt. Before Karen opened it, she turned to Ash and placed a hand on his arm. “For the record, I am very glad I am not going down there alone.” She gave him a warm smile and turned to lead the way. Despite the pain and loss he still felt in his heart, he knew with certainty that Javier would have wanted him to do this. That knowledge lifted him up. No matter what happened from here on, he knew Javier’s spirit would be with him always.
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			Somna had overslept, exhausted from the events of the last several days. She slowly got out of bed, her old, aching joints protesting as she forced them into action. The first thing she did was check to make sure Karen’s supplies by the back door were gone. They were, and she nodded to herself with satisfaction as she made her way up the stairs to Ash’s room. It was possible he was already out and about, completing his daily chores, but he might still be asleep. He had been through a lot over the last few days. They both had.

			She knocked softly on the door, but there was no answer. She opened it and poked her head inside, taking a look around. The bed was made, and everything looked in order. She turned to go. As she did, a breeze from the open window caught a piece of paper on Ash’s bed, carrying it across the room, and as if delivered by a spirit, it landed right on top of her feet. Her stomach fluttered as she picked it up.

			Dearest Aunt,

			

			I am sorry to leave without saying goodbye, but I felt I had no other choice. You would have tried to stop me, and I know in my heart that the path I have chosen is the right one. We need to know what is happening to the world, and to that end, I have decided to accompany Karen. Please do not fault her. She has no idea what I am planning and will not know until it is too late to turn back. I feel that I can do more for our community out there than I can by staying here. I will return with the knowledge and news to help us adapt to a changing world. I hope you will come to understand. You have always been there for me, and I love you with all my heart. I will see you again soon, Auntie.

			With all my love,

			Ash

			Her heart clenched, and she sank to the floor. She rarely let her emotions get the better of her, always playing the role of the resolute, decisive leader, but this was too much. Her heart thumped in her chest, and blood pounded in her ears. It wasn’t just that he’d left; it was where he was going. She never intended for Ash to return to those tunnels. If he followed Karen down there, she knew he would find the truth. He wasn’t prepared to find out what he was or what she’d done. She wasn’t prepared, having deluded herself into thinking that she would never have to be. She sat there wheezing through her pain and frustration for a long time before she was able to calm herself enough to form a plan.

			She would send some of the men after Ash. He couldn’t be that far. She pushed herself to her feet and set the note on the coffee table in the living room, steeling herself for another trying day. She dressed quickly, threw her hair up in a bun, and hurried out the door.

			She was halfway across the town square when she heard a buzzing. At first, she thought it was a swarm and picked up her pace. Killer bees passed through every so often, and she didn’t want to be outside when they did. However, as she walked, the sound devolved from a high pitch to a low, unnatural, mechanical rumble. She started to run, ignoring the pain in her joints and her old brittle bones. She knew that sound, and it wasn’t a swarm of bees. It was something far worse—a swarm of people.

			She leapt onto Maria’s porch in time to see the green, canvas-covered military transports roll up Narrow Gauge Street. Maria opened the screen door and stepped up beside her. Somna glanced over at her friend and saw that her face was lined with worry.

			“Somna, what on earth …” The words were barely audible, and her voice trembled. Her hands were shaking violently, and Somna reached out and clasped one, as much for her own comfort as for her friend’s.

			Men and women in uniform poured out of the vehicles, unloading crates, tents, and all manner of items she hadn’t seen in a very long time. Somna scanned the scene, and one man stood out against the activity. He had brown hair and a strong jaw. He was short for a man but had broad shoulders and a muscular build. This was obviously their leader; she could tell by the way he lazily hopped out of his truck and swaggered around, not really doing much other than bark the occasional obscenity or order. No one seemed to notice the two old ladies.

			After several minutes, the leader grabbed a crate and stood on it shouting at his people from above. “Listen up!” The commotion stopped, and every soldier stood at attention. “We are not going to be here long. This is a grab and go. You are to search every square inch of this town! I want …” He had been rotating slowly as he spoke, and he was now face-to-face with Somna. His eyes locked with hers. He didn’t look surprised. He looked—excited. It sent chills down her spine.

			“Well, isn’t this nice,” he said, smiling widely, “we have hosts!” He gestured toward Somna and Maria, and all eyes turned on them.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 6: 
Hangover

			Ottavio’s head was pounding. The ceiling spun overhead as he lay on the floor of his apartment. Did I drink last night? He couldn’t remember. In fact, he couldn’t remember anything that occurred after the hearing, but his throbbing temples and aching joints were a more immediate concern.

			He stumbled to a sink filled with unwashed dishes. Unable to find a clean glass, he picked up the one that looked the cleanest and inspected it. Still unsatisfied, he lowered his head to the faucet, guzzling water straight out of the tap. When he felt like he would burst, he stopped, panting, and put his head on the cool counter. I must have really tied one on.

			He pushed himself up and staggered to the bathroom. Using the walls to support himself, he undressed and stepped into the shower. He stayed under the hot water a long time, longer than he should have. He was unemployed, and water was expensive, but he didn’t care. Everything has already gone to shit anyway.

			His phone kept ringing and chirping voicemail notifications, but he tuned them out, focusing on the sound of the water falling over him. The calls were probably from his research assistants looking for an update on the funding hearing. His employees were the only people who called him. His work left no room for personal relationships. He was in no rush to have the “we’ve all lost our jobs” conversation.

			He dried himself slowly and looked in the mirror. I look like hell. His eyes were dark and sunken, his cheeks were swollen and puffy, and he could see little veins pulsing in his nose. He was almost impressed at how terrible he looked. He splashed his face with water and grabbed his razor. He was starting to shave in a feeble attempt to look somewhat human when his phone rang again.

			

			“Jesus Christ,” he said to no one but himself, storming to the living room. He tossed discarded shirts, takeout boxes, and papers around until he finally found his phone. It unlocked when he looked at it, and he flipped to the caller ID screen. It displayed ten missed calls, all from an unknown number. He was about to check his voicemail when his phone buzzed again. He hesitantly pressed “accept.”

			“Hello.” The word caught in his throat, sounding rough and gritty.

			 “Hello, Dr. Aurilla?” Unlike his own, the feminine voice on the other end of the line was sweet and clear.

			“Yes, speaking.” He was already growing impatient.

			“This is Senator Felice Soleil. I am sorry to relay this request on such short notice, but we would like you to come back to the Capitol this morning. We are reconsidering your proposal for additional funding and would like to speak with you again. Are you available?”

			Ottavio’s heart leapt into his throat, and he stumbled over his words. “Yes, of course. I mean, but when? … What time would you like me to be there?”

			“The panel will convene at 10 a.m. in the same chamber as before. We look forward to seeing you there.” Senator Soleil ended the call. Ottavio checked the time. He had one hour to finish shaving, dress, and make it to the Capitol. It would be tight, but he could do it. No, I have to do it, he chided himself. There was no other option.

			He tapped into his taxi app, scheduled a cab, and dashed to his bedroom, throwing on the same suit he had worn the day before. It was still in good enough condition, relatively crisp. He didn’t have time to worry about it.

			Ten minutes later he was in the back of a car headed to the Capitol. The excitement and adrenaline only temporarily overcame the effects of his hangover. He wished he had remembered to pop a painkiller on the way out the door, but he hadn’t, and there was no use expending his mental energy on regret. He would push through whatever he needed to push through if it meant his research would continue.

			The cab pulled up behind the Capitol fifteen minutes before the hearing, and he dashed up the stone stairs to the visitor’s entrance. He stood in front of the guard patting his pockets and realized he had forgotten his badge at home. A wave of cold dread ran through him, but before he could descend into panic, the guard addressed him.

			“Dr. Aurilla?”

			He felt like he was going to hyperventilate. “Yes, that’s me, but I seem to have left my ID at home.”

			“That’s not a problem, sir. You are expected.” Any other time, Ottavio would have stopped to think about how unusual it was to be waved through Capitol security without identification, but he was so relieved that he thanked the guard and ran through the metal detectors.

			He dashed through the massive atrium and down a series of hallways, skidding to a halt in front of the chamber doors with only a minute or two to spare. He gave himself a moment to catch his breath, wiped his forehead with his sleeve, and smoothed back his thick black hair before making his way onto the chamber floor. The committee was already sitting on the dais, chatting. The three senators stopped talking when they noticed him.

			Felice Soleil spoke first. “Dr. Aurilla, thank you for coming back on such short notice. We have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind?” She gestured to the interview table in the middle of the room.

			Ottavio nodded and seated himself.

			“Where were you this morning around 3 a.m.?” It was an odd question, and it tickled something at the back of his mind, but whatever it was, it eluded him, slipping away like a live fish wriggling through his grasp.

			“At home, I believe,” he answered hesitantly, not sure how this had anything to do with funding his research.

			“You believe?” Senator Wayne asked him. “Your credentials were used to access your lab this morning shortly before three in the morning. You haven’t shared your credentials with anyone else, have you?”

			“Um … no, Senator.” He was starting to get a bad feeling about this hearing. He was especially concerned that he couldn’t remember where he had been the night before, and he probed his memory with increasing intensity, but to no avail.

			Senator Soleil spoke again. “Did you, perhaps, conduct an experiment last night? An experiment with the crystal?”

			“No, I would remember something like that.” He felt heat rising in his cheeks. He was getting the distinct impression that this hearing had nothing to do with his research. “What’s this all about? I thought we were here to revisit my funding proposal?” The senators exchanged a long look before turning their attention back to him.

			Senator Finn leaned forward. “The crystal was removed from the resonance chamber early this morning,” he said, pausing and looking down his nose at Ottavio, “after your credentials were used to access your lab. We can’t find it, and what’s more, the security cameras cut out around the same time. You are the only person that has … had,” he said, correcting himself, “clearance to enter the lab off-hours and to deactivate the security system.”

			There it was. The reason they had summoned him back. They were accusing him of stealing. After all he had sacrificed for the good of his country, these bureaucratic fat cats sat in their cushy chairs, their pulpits of power, pointing fingers and looking down their noses at him. Ottavio had had enough. A white-hot rage began to smolder in his stomach. He felt both sick and energized at the same time. He felt his body begin to convulse and a red fog descended over his vision. And then he heard it again, the voice.

			“That’s it, Ottavio. Let your rage guide you. Let them taste your wrath. They deserve it.”

			“Dr. Aurilla …” Senator Finn said hesitantly, “are you unwell?”

			Am I unwell? He would show them unwell.

			The strange voice laughed in his head. He felt his muscles bulge and his bones lengthen. Ottavio heard screaming, but he didn’t care. All he could feel, see, hear, and smell was the rage burning within him.

			“Kill them, Ottavio. Kill them all, and then we can begin.”

			[image: ]

			

			Anyone else, anyone with a shred of human empathy, would have been disgusted by the footage of the carnage in the Senate chamber, but Mahler was fascinated, and he played it over and over, slowing it down, pausing to make notes. He had seen it so many times that he barely even noticed the sounds, the wet gooey crunch as Ottavio Aurilla, or whatever had become of him, crushed Senator Soleil’s skull—or the screams from senate guards who were ripped limb from limb.

			All this was caused by one tiny crystal? Up until now, he had only been peripherally aware of Dr. Ottavio Aurilla’s work. It wasn’t his purview. It was that of Sero Kai, the president’s chief of staff. Although he liked to keep tabs on … well, everything, since knowing things was his business, his plate had been rather full as of late, trying to prevent Kara Svalynn from delivering Cheyenne Mountain’s nuclear launch keys to her ally, Governor Kyle Anders of Colorado.

			The president rarely involved himself in anything, leaving most important matters to Sero Kai and Mahler, but with two prominent senators slaughtered in the Capitol itself and another in critical condition … well, rumors were flying, and the president was not pleased.

			Sero had been attempting to push Dr. Aurilla out of the project. Dr. Aurilla was a liability, but instead of having him arrested, as Mahler would have done, he manufactured this whole charade with the Senate Committee on Science and Technology. Sero had always had a penchant for drama. Mahler rolled his eyes. But Sero’s loss was Mahler’s gain. To put it mildly, the president was displeased with Sero and was placing Mahler in charge of the manhunt and the search for the crystal.

			Mahler was a spy, not a scientist, but he understood the implications as he watched—again and again—Ottavio Aurilla transform into an apex predator. Despite all the strife and conflict it caused, Project Harmony might be a success after all. If it could do this, he could only begin to imagine what else the crystal could do. Mahler rarely felt anything at all. Emotions were anathema to him, but today he felt … elated.

			He picked up his cell and sent an encrypted message to one of his top assassins, including before and after photos of Dr. Ottavio Aurilla.

			Whatever it takes, find him, and bring him in alive. You have my full resources at your disposal.

			A few seconds later Gregor replied, Activating assets.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 7: 
Mutiny

			“Has anyone seen this woman?” Drake held up a photo of Kara Svalynn. One by one he passed before the townspeople of Dulce, presenting the photo. A few times he paused, politely asking one of the locals to look up from the ground. Despite his amicable demeanor, they looked terrified. The major hadn’t done anything wrong … yet. He was being pleasant, but Captain Aryn Finn knew it was a front, an act, and was waiting for the situation to sour.

			“No?” he asked with a hint of mocking amusement. “All right then. We are going to search your houses, and if I find out that you’ve been withholding information,” he stooped to wag his finger in front of an old lady, “we may not be able to be friends. Last call.” He flashed the picture one more time. The civilians were dumbfounded. Aryn felt sorry for them, but Major Drake was right to question them. It was imperative they find the former governor before she could do more harm.

			“Move out, soldiers,” Drake shouted. “Leave no stone unturned, and pay attention! Every single one of you failed to notice the people here when we arrived. I expect better!” The enlisted hurried off, breaking up into smaller search groups until there were only a few officers surrounding the townspeople.

			Aryn’s orders had been clear. “Do not let him out of your sight, Captain. I’m counting on you. I want this operation done by the book.” Those had been Mahler’s exact words, and she intended to follow them to the letter. While they waited, Drake paced to and fro in front of the locals, hands clasped behind his back.

			Thirty minutes went by in absolute silence before Lieutenant Renda returned panting, a piece of paper in his hand. Aryn watched him carefully. He was as slippery as his superior. Renda ran right up to the major, handed him the paper, and whispered something in his ear. Aryn stepped forward, placing herself awkwardly but firmly between them, so she could hear what they were saying.

			“I am to be informed of any development. What’s going on?” she demanded.

			Drake rolled his eyes and handed her the letter, which she read, and handed back. “I don’t see how this has anything to do with Kara Svalynn, Major.”

			“That is why you are not in command, Captain,” he said with a sneer. “If you paid attention to the context of the letter, this Karen passed through here and one of the locals went with her. Karen is obviously an alias. Now watch and learn.” He turned to face the townspeople, and she scowled at the back of his head. He was a pompous ass, but he was right.

			“Who is Karen? Better yet, who is Ash, and who is his auntie?” The townies looked at one another, some daring to whisper. Drake fired his pistol in the air. “Eyes on me.” He forked his index and middle fingers, pointing them at his eyes. “I asked you all a question, and I expect someone to answer me. Now!”

			One of the young men cleared his throat and spoke confidently. “I don’t know any Karen, but Ash is Somna’s …”

			“Danny, no!” An old lady stepped forward, cutting the young man off midsentence, but the damage was already done.

			“Ash is Somna’s … son? Boy? Lover?” Drake smiled and winked back at the soldiers, who laughed.

			Danny glared at Somna, holding his head high. “I’m not going to let anyone else get hurt, Somna. We need to cooperate. Haven’t we all suffered enough?” The old woman’s mouth opened and closed, searching for a response, but the young man ignored her and looked Drake straight in the eyes, tall and proud. “Ash is Somna’s nephew. Please don’t hurt us.”

			Drake ignored his plea and turned his attention to the old lady. “I am assuming that you are Somna?” The old woman turned her head and crossed her arms, refusing to speak. Drake approached her and puffed out his chest. “You’ve been withholding information, Somna. Why would you do that?” He was now inches from her face, and he reached out, grabbed her jaw, and forced her to look at him. Aryn wanted to stop him, but even if his behavior was morally reprehensible, he wasn’t technically doing anything wrong. “One way or another, Somna, I am going to get the information I seek.” He pushed her face away and stepped back.

			Major Drake turned back to Danny. “Do you know where Ash went?” Danny looked at the ground, his brave demeanor falling away. Drake walked right up to him and lifted the young man’s chin with his fingers. “Where did he go?” he said menacingly.

			Danny lifted a trembling finger and pointed to the northwest. “I saw him headed that way this morning.”

			“Danny, stop!” Somna wailed.

			Major Drake turned and walked back to Lieutenant Renda and whispered in his ear, obviously trying to keep her from hearing, but Aryn was close enough to catch most of it. “We can track them with that heading. We find the boy; we find Kara. Take the old woman and kill the rest.”

			This was the moment Aryn had been waiting for. She stepped forward and cleared her throat. “Sir, you cannot kill these people. They have done nothing wrong.”

			Major Drake’s face twisted into a snarl. “Are you telling me what I can and cannot do, Captain?”

			“It would be a war crime. I cannot allow it. If you insist on giving this order, I will relieve you of your command.”

			“These people are traitors to their country. They will pay for their crimes.” Drake grabbed Somna roughly, shoving her into one of his men, who held her as she squirmed.

			“Soldiers,” he barked, “shoot these traitors!”

			Aryn filled her lungs with air. “Stop! Do not shoot! Lower your weapons!” The soldiers hesitated. She turned to the major and spoke clearly and firmly. “Major Drake, for issuing an illegal order, one that would perpetuate a war crime in violation of both 18 USC 2441 and the Geneva Conventions, I am relieving you of your command!” The townspeople looked relieved, but Drake just laughed.

			“Staff Sergeant Cromwell!” Drake yelled over his shoulder.

			“Yes, sir!” The soldier stepped forward.

			 “You and Lieutenant Renda will place Captain Aryn Finn under arrest for mutiny!”

			Aryn looked around and realized that the enlisted soldiers, the Federal Guard who had marched to Santa Fe under her command and might support her position, were still off searching and that Major Drake had intentionally held back his lackeys. She was furious with herself for falling into his trap. Renda and Cromwell seized her arms. Her stupidity would cost the lives of these innocent civilians. “Mahler will hear of this, Drake,” she said, seething.

			The major smiled. “We’ll see, Captain. We will see.”

			As she was hauled away, she could hear the sound of the townspeople being executed. She gritted her teeth as the gunshots, mixed with cries of anguish and terror, rang in her ears. It only lasted a moment, but it was a sound that would haunt her for the rest of her life.

			[image: ]

			 Karen held up her makeshift torch and let out a ragged sigh as they stared at the wall of rubble blocking their path. The torches they had fashioned out of rusted metal piping and old cloths flickered, casting odd shadows on the uneven surface of rock. This was their third tunnel and their third dead end. Somna’s “shortcut” was turning out to be more trouble than it was worth, and Ash couldn’t help wondering if she had intended it to be.

			“Let me have a look at the map.” Karen wagged her fingers impatiently. Her tension was palpable. It filled the air, but Ash considered that drawing attention to her obvious discomfort might upset her even more, so he held his tongue and did as she asked. Almost. Instead of handing it, he stepped up beside her, holding out Somna’s map for them both to examine.

			

			The hatch on the surface had been relatively easy to open, and upon entering the tunnel system they had descended into a large, vaulted room with a single rusted desk, which they now referred to as the reception hall. At first, fortune seemed to smile on them, providing the materials they needed to fashion their torches and an immediate path forward. They had been able to decipher from his aunt’s nearly illegible scrawl that they needed to access the central corridor, but the most obvious entrance was sealed by massive, impenetrable metal doors that appeared to be designed to withstand a nuclear holocaust. They wouldn’t budge. They examined the doors from top to bottom but found no way to open them from the outside. Excitement turned to weary frustration as they were forced to try and make sense of the complex network of smaller tunnels splitting off from the reception hall, and it didn’t help that Somna’s map was almost as disorienting as the tunnels themselves.

			Since entering the tunnel system, Ash couldn’t help but wonder how Somna knew about it and what other secrets she was keeping. Was she protecting me, or was she hiding something? His mind churned as they attempted to navigate the underground maze.

			 Ash returned his attention to the task at hand and carefully scanned the map. It took him a moment to pinpoint their location. He traced the tunnel with his finger back to the reception hall, and that’s when he noticed a small, faded “x” that anyone with lesser eyesight might have missed, but Ash had eyes like a hawk.

			“I think …” Ash let his finger hover over the “x,” not wanting to smudge it. “I think this could be some sort of access here.” Karen’s brow furrowed as she strained to see what he was referring to. “Either way, we have to turn back. I think it’s worth checking out. We’ve got nothing to lose. Maybe it’s our ticket out of here, and if not, we’re not any worse off than we are now.” Ash touched her arm gently. “Don’t worry.”

			“I’m not worried,” Karen said through gritted teeth and roughly brushed away his hand, stomping back up the tunnel. Ash was a little hurt and confused. He decided that whatever was eating at Karen, it was bigger than him, and he swallowed his feelings. They had more immediate problems.

			

			Ash trotted after her. “Slow down, would you?” he said as nicely as he could. “If we go too fast, we might miss it.”

			Karen sighed, and in a moment of what Ash suspected was a rare show of vulnerability, she apologized. “I’m sorry, Ash. I know I’ve been … difficult. I don’t like confined spaces.”

			“Oh!” He hadn’t been expecting that. It was the first time in his adult life that Ash had spent time with someone outside of his community. He knew the people in his life like they were an extension of him. He wasn’t used to guessing at someone else’s behavior. Relieved, he laughed and said, “Is that all?”

			“Is that all?” Karen shot back at him, eyebrow raised. Ash withered, searching for a way to correct his misstep.

			“I … I didn’t mean to be insensitive,” he stuttered. “I was just surprised.”

			She rolled her eyes and snorted, starting down the tunnel again, but at a slower clip. She moved her torch back and forth to illuminate the walls. Ash did the same, trying not to let the embarrassment of his social ineptitude distract him from the task at hand.

			 If the light hadn’t hit it in precisely the right way, they probably would have missed it, but a small glint caught his eye. Excitement coursed through him. “There!” he shouted, pointing to the side wall. They rushed over to it. It was a small access hatch. Whether it would open was another matter. A quarter-sized section of it had retained its shine, but the rest was covered in rust. Ash started tugging and heaving on the locking wheel, but it wouldn’t budge.

			 “When you’re finished expending all of your energy, why don’t we try something with a little more punch?”

			Ash stopped, his breathing labored. “What do you mean?”

			She smiled and pulled out a small piece of what looked like clay with a wire running out of it.

			Ash’s eyes went wide. “Is that what I think it is?”

			“Yup! C-4.”

			“Are you out of your mind? The whole tunnel could collapse on us! I thought you were claustrophobic.”

			

			“Calm down, Ash. Once upon a time, I was a munitions expert in the army. This is a directed charge. Not even enough to hurt a fly. It wouldn’t have been enough to make a dent in those doomsday doors in the reception hall, but I think it’ll do the trick here. Now is as good a time as any to use it.” She gave a sly sideways look, eyes twinkling with mischief. It intrigued and unnerved him at the same time. “Or …” she looked down at her fingernails, “we could just wander around from tunnel to tunnel until we die. As much as I love it down here, I do have somewhere to be, Ash, and time is of the essence.” Ash was at a loss for words, and he opened and closed his mouth a few times, but when it became apparent he didn’t have anything to say, Karen took his silence as consent. It was.

			“Get yourself down the corridor and cover your ears.”

			 “What about you?”

			“I’ll be fine, Ash!” she said impatiently. “I’ve done this before.” She raised her eyebrows, and he could tell the discussion was over.

			He hurried down the tunnel, heart pounding in his ears. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but the thought of being buried alive deep underground scared the living hell out of him.

			“Fire in the hole!” Karen hollered. A large crack echoed through the tunnel, and dust filled the air, but the event was much less dramatic than he had anticipated. He covered his mouth with his shirt and made his way back to the hatch. Karen was standing next to the hole she had made, obviously pleased with herself.

			“Well, I hope I didn’t waste that on a sewer main, but I guess we’ll find out,” she said cheerfully. “You first!” She motioned with her hand as if she were a valet ushering a VIP into a five-star restaurant.

			 He was itching to know if the hatch was their way through this godforsaken labyrinth. He climbed gingerly through the opening, extending his torch in front of him, and found himself in another world altogether. Unlike the narrow, confined tunnels, this space seemed endless. His torch only cast a small bubble of light around him before dissipating into the dark. He felt like he was standing on the edge of the universe with a flashlight.

			

			“What do you see?” Karen called through the opening.

			“Nothing,” Ash managed to croak, half terrified, half excited. “What is this place?” he murmured to himself.

			“What was that?” she yelled.

			“Nothing! Come look for yourself.” A few moments later he felt her shoulder brush against his.

			“What in the name of heaven?” she said with a gasp. The light of her torch combined with his still wasn’t enough to breach the darkness around them. Ash crouched down and touched the floor. It sparkled in the light. It was smooth and flawless.

			Karen knelt down beside him. “Polished granite?” she said in disbelief as she ran her hand over it.

			Ash cleared his throat and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello!” The sound of his voice disappeared into the black.

			“Shhhhh!” Karen held her finger up to her lips and gave him a look.

			Ash threw his hands up. “There’s no one else here.”

			“I feel … strange,” she said, “like I’m being watched.”

			“There’s no one here, Karen.” He placed his hand reassuringly on her shoulder. “Unless you want to turn back, this is our only option. I say we go forward. Don’t tell me you’re agoraphobic as well.” He bit his tongue the moment the words left his lips, but Karen didn’t seem to be paying attention. She was looking at the hatch behind them, the shadows cast by the torches accentuating the worried lines on her face.

			“What do you see?”

			“Pardon? Why are you whispering?” Ash asked. He turned and looked at Karen.

			“I didn’t …” Karen said.

			“Nothing. What is this place?”

			Their lips weren’t moving. The words were coming back at them from the abyss. Karen’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to speak again, but Ash held up his index finger, silencing her.

			“Nothing! Come look for yourself,” the darkness said, echoing their conversation back at them.

			Ash pointed at the hatch and motioned for Karen to follow. The darkness continued to speak to them in shadowy whispers as they retreated. It made the hair stand on the back of his neck.

			When they were back in the tunnel, Karen exhaled and said with exasperation, “What the hell was that?”

			“I think that was an echo.” If it was an echo, it was the strangest one he had ever heard, and he had wasted a good portion of his youth shouting down the barren, rocky canyons surrounding Dulce for his own amusement.

			The echoes from the dark seemed to take on personas of their own, altering their original inflection and tone. It gave him the chills, and he had no logical explanation. Unless … some twisted human had survived down here all alone in the dark, waiting to creep people out by whispering their conversations back at them before murdering them and eating them. He decided to keep that theory to himself.

			“Well, what are we going to do?” Karen asked. She seemed disoriented.

			“I don’t see what other choice we have. That is, unless you just want to wander around from tunnel to tunnel until we die.” His sarcasm seemed to lighten her spirits, and she punched him in the shoulder. Hard. Really hard. Full of surprises, she was stronger than she looked.

			“You’re right. It’s the only clear path we have. Let’s get moving.” Despite their brief moment of levity, a deep-rooted anxiety took hold as soon as they stepped back into the empty space. Ash held a finger up to his lips again. It was as much a reminder to himself as to her. Neither of them had any desire to hear those unnatural echoes again.

			They moved quickly and quietly, but the chamber seemed designed to disorient.

			They were five minutes into their trek across the vast, black expanse when a barrage of rapid claps assaulted them. Vertigo overwhelmed Ash, and he tripped over his own feet, making a loud thud as he hit the floor. His torch went spinning off across the granite and sputtered out, swallowed by the hungry, all-consuming void.

			

			Karen managed to keep her balance, but she retched. It was as if they were stranded between galaxies. There were no stars, nothing with which to orient themselves. There was only darkness. It induced the most unsettling feeling in Ash; it was as if he were somehow disconnected, disembodied, and at the same time, this place connected him to something—familiar—like a forgotten memory. The feeling of déjà vu only added to his confusion. He closed his eyes, barely keeping down what little sustenance remained in his stomach.

			Karen staggered to him and placed a hand on his shoulder, lowering herself to the floor next to him. She crossed her legs in a pretzel and took long deep breaths. Ash followed her lead, and focused his breathing into a slow, rhythmic pattern. They stayed perfectly still, meditating, as they waited for the unnatural echoes of their movements to play out.

			It took several minutes before Ash felt centered enough to open his eyes. Karen was still deep in meditation, but her torch was burning dangerously low, and he tapped her gently on her knee. She opened her eyes and saw what he saw, and they spoke without speaking. We cannot get lost in here without light. He was certain it would be a death sentence. They stood and resumed their furtive flight.

			Ash worried they were wandering in circles, and there was no telling if or when they would be assaulted again, but just when his panic started to bubble to the surface, he saw the faintest pulsing yellow light in the distance. It started off as a pin prick, a lighthouse in the vast ocean of black. He looked over at Karen, and she nodded, confirming that it wasn’t in his head, but neither of them dared utter a single word. They broke into a run with the light, their lifeline and only anchor, growing in their field of vision.

			It wasn’t until they were almost upon it that Ash fully comprehended what he was looking at. Enormous glass windows were cut into the side of the chamber, the soft yellow light emanating from behind them. These are observation windows. He didn’t know how he knew, but he was sure of it.

			He should have been relieved, but his pumping heart seemed to fill his apprehension like a balloon. There was something wrong with this place, and he couldn’t quell the growing sensation of familiarity, the awareness that he had been there before.

			They walked along the row of windows until they found a steel door ajar, as if someone forgot to close it on their way out. His pulse raced, and he locked eyes with Karen. He knew she felt it too, the evil in this place. Something horrible had happened here, but it was either the darkness or this, so they forced down their fear and stepped through the door.

			The observation deck was enormous, staggered in concentric half rings like an amphitheater. There were three rows of desks, made of the same polished granite as the floor of the great void, and what appeared to be a standing gallery, purely for observation, behind them. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust. The yellow glow came from emergency floor path lights, which ran from the top row of desks and from what appeared to be some kind of control center at the front of the room to the landing where they stood.

			Karen was the first to break the silence. “I didn’t think this day could get any stranger.” Ash managed to give her a weak smile, goose bumps prickling his skin.

			“We should have a look around,” he said softly and closed the metal door behind them.

			They split, moving methodically through the rows, from the top down. There was nothing of interest on the desks—some notebooks here and there, an old pen, a pair of glasses. It all looked as if it had been left in a hurry. They finally stood in front of the “control center,” which was clearly designed for one person, but they managed to share the space while they examined it. Ash reached out to one of the keyboards.

			“Ash, Somna said not to touch …” but her warning came too late. His pointer finger depressed the space bar. Displays across the control console came to life. The main observation window in front of them lit up with holographic charts and equations. The state-of-the-art technology might have impressed Ash if he wasn’t sick with apprehension.

			“Please enter a master code,” a metallic female voice chimed at them. Ash and Karen looked at each other and then down at the keyboard. A silver cube, with an indentation the size of a large finger and a tiny hole only wide enough for a needle, sat next to the keyboard. An image of a young woman with long black hair and wearing a lab coat flashed through his mind. I know what this is for.

			“Ash, what are you doing?”

			He couldn’t stop himself. He felt like he was watching himself from outside his body as his finger moved toward the biometric scanner. It pricked his finger on contact, taking a sample of his blood.

			“Genetic override initiated. Verification in progress.” There was a pause while the sample was analyzed, but when the computer spoke again, what it said rattled him at his core, shaking the foundation of his existence. “Accepted. Limited access granted to patient codename Phoenix. Please say or enter a command.” A cascade of jumbled, fragmented memories came rushing back.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 8: 
Possession

			The light of day pierced his eyes like a white-hot iron. He felt bile rise in his throat. Not again. He barely managed to push himself onto his side before his body ejected the acid. When he finally came up for air, he closed his eyes, trying to ignore the burning in his throat, and he massaged his temples.

			After several minutes, he cautiously reopened his eyes. The unforgiving rays of the sun still stung, but he breathed through the pain and studied his surroundings. He was in the middle of a clearing, ringed by tall pine trees. The grass was dead, but the trees looked like they were still fighting, small tinges of green clinging to them. It was a cruel reflection of his own state. He didn’t recognize the place. I must be somewhere in the countryside.

			The last thing he recalled was sitting in front of the committee as Senator Finn accused him of stealing the crystal. How did I get here? Why do I keep losing time? His mind searched frantically for an answer. His memory of the last couple of days was so, fragmented, and the stark reality settled on him that he had, indeed, gone mad. Lost time was a hallmark trait of schizophrenia. The thought terrified him. His mind was his life. If I lose that, I might as well die. He began to sob uncontrollably, cupping his face in his hands, but his fingers felt alien, twisted; when he stopped to look at them, he gasped in horror.

			His engorged veins were a purplish-black and his arms, hands, and feet were swollen and disfigured. What little remained of his clothing was shredded to tatters, no longer able to contain the monstrous deformity he had become.

			He scrambled backward, as if to flee from his own body. He tripped, slamming onto his back. The fall knocked the wind out of him, and his vision blurred.

			

			“Be calm.” The command resonated from every direction. The unexpected voice was the last surprise Ottavio’s fragile, stressed mind could bear. Fear engulfed him, and adrenaline pumped through his veins, but his pain and confusion quickly gave way to something else—an incredible strength such as he had never known.

			His vision sharpened, his hearing became so acute he could hear an earthworm wiggling through the soil beneath his feet, and his muscles—his muscles were like hydraulic levers. A primal need consumed him, an undeniable necessity to eliminate the source of the voice.

			He locked onto it, pivoted and launched himself through the air in a blur of motion; then his eyes found him as he sailed through the air—the source of his anger, the source of his purpose, the source of his torment. He appeared to be a handsome young man with broad shoulders and blond hair. Ottavio closed in for the kill, but a split second before he made contact, the man vanished into thin air. Ottavio roared with frustration, scanning the field wildly, but his quarry was nowhere to be found.

			“Good,” the voice said with a chuckle. “Very good. We’re going to need that kind of killer instinct for the task ahead.”

			Defying all reason, the tall blond man stood on the other side of the field, a hundred yards from where he had been only moments before. Ottavio crouched in the grass, watching, waiting for the right moment to strike again.

			The enemy was tall and limber. He moved with grace, and his penetrating green eyes twinkled as if he knew something Ottavio did not, as if this were a game.

			The man moved steadily, nonchalantly, toward him. Ottavio saw his opportunity and lurched forward, but the man disappeared once again. He let out a wild, unearthly howl. He was filled with a rage so pure, so insatiable, it was a power unto itself.

			Laughter rang across the field, reverberating in his skull. “You can’t catch me. I thought I told you to calm down, Ottavio.” Ottavio could feel the hot breath of his enemy as he whispered the words in his ear. He whirled around and seized the young man in his giant hands. The man looked at him with disdain and tapped him on the forehead with his index finger.

			There was a sound like a church bell, and it vibrated every fiber of his body, from his head to his toes. Ottavio’s strength drained like water from a bathtub, and with it, his rage. His arms and legs returned to their natural state, as did his mind. This can’t be real.

			The man, his tormentor, towered over him, looking down with a condescending smirk. “This is as real as it gets, Ottavio. I told you to calm down. Are you calm?”

			Ottavio nodded, convinced beyond any reasonable doubt that he was having a psychotic break, that he was hallucinating. He would sooner accept the fact that he had lost his mind than accept that this man could teleport or that he could transform into a ghastly predator. Ottavio was a man of science and yet—his pain was real. The ground he stood on was real. He pinched his cheeks and scrunched his eyes tight, hoping that this apparition would vanish for good or that he would wake up in his small apartment in Reston. But when he opened his eyes, the blond man was still standing over him, smiling a wicked smile.

			The man’s voice continued to resound in Ottavio’s mind as calmly as if they were having a conversation about the weather. “The transformations should stop. I imagine the hard ones are behind us.”

			Ottavio slowly stood, brushing himself off. Whether this was a dream, a hallucination, or reality, the only option seemed to be playing along. “Should stop?” he asked.

			“I’ve never successfully … blended with one of your kind. I can only make conjectures.”

			“Who are you?”

			The man’s smile grew wider. “I am you … for now.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You will.” The man twirled a golden lock of hair and looked him up and down.

			This was going nowhere. Ottavio decided to table the question. “Where are we?”

			

			“Who are you? Where are we?” The man mocked him. “You are a scientist. Ask me some real questions. I’m losing patience and interest, which doesn’t bode well for you.”

			Ottavio struggled to keep his cool. “If we’re going to have a conversation, shouldn’t I at least know what to call you?”

			“You may call me Dagon.”

			“All right … Dagon, can you explain to me how you transported yourself across the field?”

			“In order for you to understand that, you would have to accept that I am in your head.”

			Ottavio threw his hands up in the air. “So, I am crazy!”

			Dagon threw his head back and laughed. “Now, this is getting interesting, but no, your mind is sound. I am sharing it with you. Well, sharing might be a misnomer. I am using your brain and your body, as I do not have my own at the moment.”

			“I’m possessed?” Ottavio asked incredulously.

			“In a way, yes.”

			“Ridiculous,” Ottavio snapped, refusing to accept that answer.

			“Is it?” Dagon’s smile grew wider. “Think, Ottavio. The memo. The psychosis.”

			The memory of Dr. Basilio’s memo came to the forefront of his mind. He had forgotten it until that moment.“The Crystal of Tears has properties similar to that of your supercomputing chips, no? Did it ever occur to you that the crystal is a storage device?”

			It was so simple, yet that would mean … “The crystal is a storage device for consciousness?”

			 “Bingo! Thousands of years, stuck in a tiny little crystal. Can you imagine? No, of course you can’t! I thought I was trapped forever, but as luck would have it, your greedy little species found the crystal and just couldn’t leave well enough alone. That stupid doctor from Project Harmony fed me what I needed to tip the scales. Slowly, over the years, my influence grew. I was not only able to watch but also reach out and influence those of your species most corrupted by power and greed, to push them over the edge into chaos. But don’t give me all the credit. You pitiful, weak-minded humans did enough of that on your own. I gave you that little extra nudge, but you … you, Ottavio, gave me what I needed most. You gave me a body, and now I am going to finish what I started so long ago. The power of the Atlantides is waking, the chains of the Crystal of Tears are weakening.” He walked up to Ottavio and grabbed him by the back of the neck. “I will have the power of the Atlantides. Not just one this time. I will consume them all. And you, of all the conscious beings in the universe, have the honor of helping me do it.”

			Ottavio began to shake and shiver. He had no idea what the Atlantides were or what power they had, but he knew now that he wasn’t crazy. Even a fractured mind could only pull on the information it already had, and this went beyond anything he knew. He was a host for a hostile consciousness, and he needed to do everything in his power to contain it. “I won’t help you,” he stammered. “I’ll go back to the Senate and tell them what has happened, have them put me under quarantine until my researchers can find a way to extract you.”

			Dagon smiled. “I don’t think you’re going to get a very warm welcome back at the Capitol.”

			Images flashed through Ottavio’s mind—his grotesque hands ripping guards limb from limb; Senator Soleil screaming as he crushed her skull; Senator Wayne pleading for his life before he caved his chest with a single, bone-crunching blow.

			“No,” he whispered, falling to his knees, “that wasn’t …”

			“Wasn’t you?” Dagon’s smile grew even wider. “Oh, but it was. It was exactly what you wanted, and I gave it to you.”

			“No! It can’t be! I would never do that!” Ottavio said, sobbing.

			Dagon leaned down and whispered in his ear. “You are mine now, Ottavio. I own you, I am you, and you will do as I say because I’m all you’ve got. I have given you a great gift. In time you will come to see that. Now get up. We have the messy little matter of the crystal to resolve. It’s still in your lab somewhere, lost in the chaos of our blending, of your first transformation. I intend to end that bitch, Maia, once and for all.”

			[image: ]

			Ela’s bruised and battered body shivered despite the heat. The silver light of the moon filtered through the small, barred window above her, reflecting off the hungry eyes of rats lurking in the dark corners of her cell. They had been bolder at first, but realizing she was stronger than she looked, they retreated to observe, waiting for the last of her strength or will to wane.

			Ela wasn’t sure why she cared—why she continued to cling to life. Where her heart should have been, there was nothing, her body no more than a shell for the remnants of her rational mind. A psychiatrist by trade, she knew that every mind had its limit. She wasn’t quite sure when she had reached hers—when, exactly, the pain had become so great that her subconscious had stepped in to shield her from herself. Nevertheless, her emotions were walled off, inaccessible to her now.

			Every time she closed her eyes, she could see Drake executing her staff. She played the scene in her mind over and over, trying to identify where she had gone wrong, what she could have done differently, until the dull ache in her heart went numb, anesthetized by the white noise of her own repetitive questioning. She knew her rage and her sadness resided in some dark corner of her consciousness, but the more she reached for them, the more distant they became, slipping away like her energy—like sand through a sieve.

			She hadn’t eaten in days, seemingly forgotten in the recesses of some understaffed holding facility. Maybe her captors thought she wasn’t important enough to guard, too weak and fragile to be any trouble or—maybe they were dealing with another crisis. It didn’t matter. She would wither away in this cell. The last of the water was gone, and whatever remained of her will to live had vanished with it.

			She closed her eyes, welcoming the end. She let her breathing slow, and for the first time in days her muscles relaxed. She heard the rats closing in—their little feet skittering closer and closer, but then she felt something unexpected. It wasn’t the gnawing, gnashing teeth of a rat—more like a pinprick on her hand, and aching pain blossomed up through her arm. She had lived in the Southwest long enough to know what it was, and she looked down to see a large, black spider poised between her index finger and her thumb.

			Its poison spread through her body, but the searing pain quickly faded, giving way to a different feeling, a weightlessness. She couldn’t tell whether she was falling or flying. Swirling hues of greens and blues eclipsed her vision, shifting like a kaleidoscope until they began to take shape.

			When the dancing colors settled in their final form, Ela was stunned by the scene laid out before her. She looked out onto a vast blue ocean, her hands resting on an ornately carved stone balustrade, wind whipping through her hair. She was standing on a balcony several hundred feet in the air. Her heart fluttered. Ela had always dreamed of seeing the ocean, and she nearly wept at its beauty, but the ground was so very far down—she swayed and lost her footing.

			Strong arms caught her, pulling her back and holding her tight. “I’m sorry Ela.” A beautiful, dark-haired woman knelt in front of her and took her hands. “This was always my favorite place, but I am accustomed to it. I should have known it might overwhelm you.” The exotic woman gave her an encouraging look. “We can move if you like. Anything is possible here. All it takes is a thought.”

			Ela only managed a weak nod. The colors around her shifted again, and they were sitting on the beach she had seen from the balcony. A wave of relief washed over her. She regained her composure, reassured by the solid permanence of the earth beneath her.

			For the first time in her life, Ela felt sand between her toes, and the sheer joy of that simple sensation washed away all her fears, her pain, and her anger. She looked out at the rolling waves, their frothy crests gently caressing the land. The sound cascaded over her, an extension of the water itself, and gave her a deep peace. She wasn’t sure that she would ever move again. She wouldn’t need to. If this is heaven, I am never leaving.

			The woman next to her laughed a deep, rich laugh in response to Ela’s thought. “This is not heaven, my daughter.” She tossed back her ringlets of black hair in the ocean breeze. A small smile twitched on her lips, but then her brow furrowed, as if she had remembered some bad news. “I am afraid that you are needed in the reality you so desperately wish to leave. Besides, heaven isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. In heaven, you still have to grow, work, and learn—albeit on a different scale, a different playing field. The effort required to consciously and purposefully exist never ends, Ela. There isn’t some final destination where you get to relax on a beach and just be. There are only molecules of peace in an endless ocean of time.” The woman paused, looking deep into Ela’s eyes, deep into her soul. “You are in a most precarious situation, and that is why we are here.”

			This beautiful woman’s universal wisdom, the complete and miraculous transformation of her environment, and the peace radiating through her left her dumbfounded, speechless. Who are you? she wondered. Once again, the woman answered her unspoken question.

			 “I am Maia. Come,” she said with a gesture. “I wish to show you my home as it once was.” Ela stood, brushing the sand from her skirt, and followed. When she saw the elegant city spread out before her in all its splendor, she wept.

			Maia gave her a moment and placed a hand on her shoulder. “It is something to behold, isn’t it? Before you stands the city of Atlantis, the crown jewel of the Second Pleiadian Technocracy, established on Earth a little over sixteen thousand years ago, after the Pleiades, my forefathers, were forced to flee their star system in the Great War of Conscience.”

			“The Pleiades?” Ela didn’t have a clue what she was talking about.

			“Have you ever heard of the Seven Sisters?” Maia looked at her and smiled as if they were playing a game.

			Ela’s mind churned. “You mean the constellation?”

			“Yes. That is where my ancestors—your ancestors—came from.”

			“Are you a … ?” Ela hesitated, not quite sure if the correct version of the word was Pleiade or Pleiadian.

			Maia shook her head, answering the unfinished question. “No, dear Ela. I am an Atlantide. Half human, half Pleiade. I was born here on Earth, thousands of years after the Great War was fought and lost. Come, let us walk through the city. I wish to see it again.” She put her arm through Ela’s and guided her toward rainbow-colored spires that seemed to touch the clouds.

			Graceful arches adorned the city, the whole of which shimmered like opal, even the streets. Everything from the towering skyscrapers to the alleys seemed designed to inspire the imagination. Ela lost herself in the beauty and the light.

			Maia gently tapped her shoulder, calling her attention. “I wish we had more time, Ela, but I have brought you here for a reason. Time moves slowly here, but I am afraid in order to connect with you, I had to use rather”—she paused, as if searching for the right words—“extreme measures. Your earthly body is dying.”

			Ela connected the dots. “The black widow.”

			“Yes, I”—she paused again—“had to use a conduit. It’s rather difficult to explain. If there had been another way.” Her words trailed off. “Ela, there are things you must know. This place was once the center of your world. It brought peace and prosperity at first, but we became overconfident, and that hubris nearly destroyed humanity, destroyed this world.”

			“I don’t understand,” Ela said, shaking her head. “How could anything destructive or malevolent come from such beauty?”

			They kept walking as they talked. “The Pleiades were not so very different from your race. They looked similar. They used similar language constructs. When they arrived here, humans thought the Pleiades were their creators. That was, of course, untrue. They did not create humans, but their scientists believed that Pleiades and humans may have shared a common origin. This was a revelation for the Pleiades. Their numbers had dwindled to dangerous levels during the Great War of Conscience with the Nephilim—nearly to a minimum viable population. The discovery of your species was seen as their salvation and is the primary reason that the Council of Seven, led by my father, Atlas, decided to settle here. It went against its policy of noninterference with technologically inferior species, but an exception was made because the genetic variance between our two species was so small, the human race—the Council justified—was practically family. So began the era of Atlantis.

			“Humanity welcomed my forefathers and mothers with open arms, but despite efforts to convince them otherwise, humans believed the Pleiades were gods. Their inability to overcome this misconception led the Pleiades to build their primary settlement on this island, isolated, far away from the burgeoning societies of women and men. In hindsight, it was a grave mistake. Had they walked among humans, they may have been better teachers and built a better understanding of one another, averting the catastrophes that ensued.

			“Genetic representatives of the human race were chosen to come to Atlantis to be educated and paired with the sons and daughters of the Pleiades, but the Pleiadian scientists had missed something. The pairing of the two species created something quite unexpected. I still don’t fully understand all of the science behind it, but the subsequent offspring, the Atlantides, had the ability to see and manipulate sound. This ultimately endowed them—me, my brothers, and sisters—with the ability to tap into the resonant frequencies of rock, water, air… among other things in the observable and unobservable world.

			“Some had more affinity for this or that, connecting with the frequencies of the earth, water, metal, and stone, singing great buildings and canals into existence, creating wondrous materials, and averting natural disasters. Much of what you see here was built by a combination of science and the power of the Singers, as we called them. But then the unimaginable happened. A powerful Nephilim hunter named Dagon found us, along with the perfect weapon to destroy us once and for all. You must understand that the Nephilim are vile creatures that feed on conscious energy. They can possess and control any living thing simply by touching it. It is why, though they were technologically superior by thousands of years of progress, the Pleiades lost the Great War. Dagon turned the humans against us, enflaming their jealousy, pointing out how we had separated ourselves from them, and by the time we realized what had happened, he had landed his final blow. Dagon possessed my brother, Hercules, devouring his mind and his soul and taking command of the most powerful Atlantide to ever walk the earth. One Atlantide-powered Nephilim brought my father’s empire crashing down in a matter of days. We didn’t stand a chance, but in a last, desperate attempt to save this world, I sought to destroy him and to lock away the danger that the Atlantide abilities posed, not just to this world, but to the universe. My actions had unintended consequences. I succeeded in the latter but instead of destroying him, I trapped us both in the Crystal of Tears.”

			Maia guided them to a small park with a fountain, and they sat on a bench. Ela was doing her best to keep up. She didn’t understand half of Maia’s story, and her questions were piling up, but one burned brighter than all the others.

			“I don’t understand what any of this has to do with me.”

			Maia laid a hand on her shoulder. “For better or for worse, you are a daughter of Atlantides, Ela. The Singer’s gene is in you and is awakening. When our time here came to its violent end, I placed a lock of sorts on the song gene. I intended to undo the damage my forefathers had done by coming here and meddling with your race, allowing humans to evolve as they were meant to. I did not intend for that lock to be tied to the Crystal of Tears, but it was. Now Dagon is loose on the world again, sowing discord and strife, preying on the minds of the weak. He has upset a delicate balance in the crystal and in your world, and as a result, my lock on the Singers’ gene is unraveling.”

			Ela opened her mouth, but Maia placed a gentle finger on her lips. “There may be another time for questions, daughter, but our time together is coming to a close sooner than I hoped. I must teach you to open yourself up to your song. You will need it to survive what is coming.” She stood and walked over to the fountain. Ela made to follow, but Maia turned and held up her hand, indicating she should remain where she stood. They faced each other several paces apart. “I have untied the knots holding back your power, your song. You must try to access your ability. Your life depends on it. Are you ready?”

			Ela didn’t know how she could be ready for something she didn’t even faintly comprehend, but she trusted Maia, and that would have to be enough. She nodded.

			“Close your eyes and clear your mind,” Maia instructed.

			Ela tried, but her mind was a confused jumble of awe and questions. She squeezed her eyes shut, attempting to push the noisy clutter out of her mind, until, after several minutes, she finally gave up. “I … I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing. I’m sorry.”

			Maia smiled, closing the gap between them. She placed her palm on Ela’s forehead. At her touch, a tranquility washed over her. “Try again. Empty your mind of all thought, and at the same time, seek to extend your presence beyond your body. Feel the vibration of your being, and feel the world vibrating around you.”

			Ela closed her eyes. This time she experienced a warm radiance oscillating through her and all around her at different pitches and tones. She could feel, hear, and see them—no, she was them. The shock of the sensation made her eyes snap open.

			Maia smiled encouragingly. “Again, Ela. This time on your own. Seek the sensation that you just felt, let it flow through you, and it will open your extra sense.”

			Ela sought the feeling of peace Maia’s touch had induced. She thought of the peace she found in the sound of the waves on the beach. Her awareness came slower and with more difficulty on her own, but after a few moments, she felt what she could only describe as strings humming within her.

			“Incredible,” Ela murmured.

			Maia nodded. “Do you see the strings? You may see some more clearly than others.”

			Ela concentrated. “Yes … yes, they seem to be coming from … from us!”

			“That is because you are a healer, Ela. Your affinity is to the vibration of the body.” Maia had a proud look on her face. “Isolate those strings, those frequencies.”

			Ela could feel beads of sweat on her forehead from the concentration it took to isolate them, but finally the other ones faded until all she could hear were the harmonies of her own body. She frowned. Something didn’t seem right. She opened her eyes. Her surroundings began to shimmer, like a mirage.

			Maia stepped up to her and placed her hands on her shoulders. “Our time is over, daughter, but I will see you again. There are men coming for you.” She rushed her words as her body became translucent. “Heal yourself, Ela, and find the Crystal of Tears. Your fate and the fate of humanity depend on it.”

			“How?”

			Maia’s voice was distant and ethereal. “It will call to you now that your song runs free. Remember, Ela, everything has a natural frequency. Find the harmony. That is all you need to know to heal yourself.”

			Ela felt a snap as her consciousness slammed back into her body. Hot pain seared through her, and she felt the cold hard floor of her cell underneath her. Her life force was failing. She didn’t have much time. She tried to push away the exhaustion and the pain clouding her focus, but they were becoming more pronounced by the second. She let out a small whimper. “Seek the sensation of peace.” Maia’s voice rang in her head. She held onto the words and pictured the ocean. The strings within her started to hum.

			She tuned them to her inner frequency. She could hear the dissonance. Her body was completely out of key, and she concentrated every ounce of her focus on bringing those notes back into harmony. As she did, she felt strength flow back into her body. She was able to isolate the frequency of the black widow’s poison coursing through her veins and purge it, but she didn’t stop there. She tuned herself to things around her, drawing on the natural frequencies of stone, air, and earth, and focused them into harmonics that tuned with her body’s own natural frequency. The concussion that beat through her head like a cymbal was brought to rest. The bruises that pounded on her muscles and bones like the drums of war were silenced, and finally, she tuned to what little moisture there was in the air and coaxed it to rehydrate her body.

			Ela opened her eyes and looked down at what had been black-and-blue wrists. They were wholesome and smooth. For the first time in days, she managed to stand on her own two feet. Her legs were wobbly, but given that she had been wasting away on the cell floor unable to move a muscle only moments before, it was a huge improvement. The rats that had so fervently eyed her as she lay on the floor scurried back into their holes, no doubt disappointed. Maybe you’ll have your chance another time, Ela thought ironically.

			A door opened somewhere on the other end of the cell block, and she heard the clack of boots on the floor. Men are coming for me. She watched through the bars and quieted her mind. A thin, sickly pale man in a suit swaggered down the hall accompanied by several armed guards. He stopped in front of her.

			“I am Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler,” he said. “For someone who has been beaten, tortured, and starved, you look surprisingly well, Ms. Argenta.” His voice made her skin crawl.

			Ela held her tongue. If Kara had taught her anything, it was to let her enemies do all the talking. If this eastern bunny, this Fed, was here, he wanted something from her. After several moments of silence, he spread his hands and continued. “I apologize for your treatment. I would like you to know that it was not on my orders. In fact, quite the opposite.” He continued to look her up and down. She might be able to crush his heart or flood his lungs with water, but even if she could pull something like that off in her weakened state, this man was clearly a high-ranking agent of the eastern regime. If she killed him, there was no telling what would happen, and she knew she didn’t have the energy to fight his entire entourage. Maia had given her a mission, a purpose, and she intended to see it through.

			“Why are you here, Mr. Mahler?” she said steadily, ignoring his rank and title.

			“Straight to the point, Ms. Argenta. To make amends, my friend.”

			Her lips curved down into a deep frown. “We are not friends, Mr. Mahler, and unless you are a time traveler, amends cannot be made for the atrocities you and your so-called government committed here.” She could tell by the man’s expression that it was not what he wanted to hear.

			Special Agent Mahler regained his composure and bared his teeth at her in what she could only assume was an attempt at smiling. “Time heals all wounds, Ms. Argenta.” He pivoted on his heel and walked off. “Get her ready to fly,” he barked at the guards. “We leave for DC within the hour.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 9: 
Revelations

			Ash wasn’t sure how long he stood at the control center, lost in a mess of incomprehensible memories, before Karen’s gentle touch brought him back to reality.

			“Ash, what’s going on?”

			He rubbed his temples. “That is a great question.” According to the computer, he had limited access to the systems and its files. It was time to see just how limited it was.

			“Computer, display file for patient Phoenix.”

			“Master code required,” it responded matter-of-factly.

			Ash had his suspicions, but he needed the computer to confirm them. Inconsistencies he had willfully ignored for so many years—why he and his aunt looked nothing alike, why Somna didn’t even have so much as a photo of his parents and refused to talk about them—swirled in his mind, leading toward one increasingly clear and tragic conclusion.

			The word “patient” indicated there was some sort of treatment at play. “Computer, what is the nature of patient Phoenix’s treatment?”

			“Patient Phoenix was undergoing sonic gene testing of the RCC72 marker.” Well, that was something, but even with his extensive education, genetics wasn’t his strong suit. I’m sure that was Somna’s intent.

			“Computer, define the primary characteristics of the RCC72 marker?”

			“Master code required.”

			This was becoming tedious. He wracked his brain for the right question. “Computer, what is the purpose of this facility?”

			“Query too broad. Please narrow search parameters.”

			He massaged his forehead. His entire life, he felt like he had been missing something, a piece of the puzzle that danced on the edges of his subconscious, and he had kept it there, unacknowledged, unexplored. He hadn’t wanted to upset the happy balance of his life, but his willful ignorance did not prevent the arrival of chaos and misery. Now he stood, in the dark recesses of this cave, at the precipice of knowing his true self, and the irony of the situation was not lost on him.

			“Computer, who is patient Phoenix’s primary physician?”

			“Dr. Somna Basilio.”

			And there it is. Somna’s not my aunt, and I was never her nephew. I was her test subject, a lab rat. A slow burn ignited just below his solar plexus as his shock gave way to the cold truth of betrayal.

			“Ash, I’m so sorry,” Karen said softly, “but we need to get out of here.” She pointed at a warning light flashing on the consoles. Ash had no idea what it meant, but he didn’t care. I need to know the rest. It was his only thought, an all-consuming obsession that grew with the flame of anger in his chest.

			“I don’t expect you to stay with me, but there are answers here, and I cannot leave until I have them.” He knew he sounded harsh, but Karen didn’t understand. How could she? She knew next to nothing about him.

			He turned back to the console. “Computer, show me the location of Dr. Somna Basilio’s office.” The console displayed a map of the facility with two blinking dots.

			“Ash, we don’t have time …” Karen protested, but he cut her off with a wave of his hand.

			“I am going to that office. You should go on without me.” He touched the display screen on the main console, using his pointer finger and thumb to zoom in. “The exit you are looking for is here. I’ll catch up with you.”

			He didn’t wait for her to respond and stormed out of the control center. As he raced down the halls toward Somna’s office, illusions about his life gave way to truths. His subconscious broke like a dam, and images locked away from his early childhood came flooding back until he finally came to a halt in front of her door.

			He tried the handle, but it was locked. Something was humming inside of him, a strength fueled by white-hot rage. He kicked the door and it split in two. He scanned the room until his gaze settled on a leather-bound journal like the one Somna kept at home. You always were a creature of habit. He grabbed the volume and opened it. Reality faded to a pinprick in the background as he devoured the text, flipping haphazardly from page to page.

			11/21/35

			Cells from the embryo recovered by the diving team seem to be the only organic matter capable of withstanding direct contact with the crystal. The administration wants Project Harmony to continue to Phase II, which will involve gene testing for the latent RCC72 marker in adolescents. They will send us the first batch of test subjects in the coming week. We will do our best to make them comfortable.

			1/2/36

			We don’t know why or how, but the embryo we are now calling Phoenix has begun to undergo spontaneous embryogenesis. It is quite astounding given that we estimate the cells are over twelve thousand years old. The team is ecstatic due to our failure to produce any significant results with the other test subjects. Phoenix is our saving grace and will help us push the boundaries of everything we knew to be possible.

			2/13/36

			We know the crystal and Phoenix are linked somehow. His cells respond in a unique way that we haven’t seen in any of the other test subjects, but we have yet to successfully replicate the activation of the latent RCC72 marker in other children. All trials have resulted in severe malformation and death of the subjects. We are hopeful that as Phoenix grows, his resilience will be able to provide us with further insight.

			Ash felt a sharp sting as Karen slapped him across the face. “Snap out of it!” she screamed over the din of alarms. He shook his head, trying to process what was happening.

			 As if responding to his unspoken confusion, the voice of the central computer clarified the situation. “Electrical grid compromised. Sonic cleansing will initiate in two minutes.” Somna had warned Karen not to touch any of the electronics. Their meddling—Ash’s meddling—seemed to have triggered some sort of cascading failure that compromised the security of the facility, and it was about to cost both of them their lives. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. There was no time to think, only to act. He turned and sprinted toward the door, grabbing Karen’s arm.

			“We have to go. Now!”

			“No shit!” she shot back at him.

			They hurdled down an endless maze of corridors. Everything around them began to vibrate. The floors, the walls, and the ceiling seemed to liquify, rippling in waves.

			Karen thrust her pointer finger in the air toward a red exit sign. We’re almost there. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Karen trip, and he grabbed the back of her shirt, pushing her in front of him. He wrapped his arms around her, closed his eyes saying a silent prayer, and threw them both toward the exit.
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			 The rumbling ground roused Somna. She tried to open her eyes, but they were caked with grit and blood. Those men had dragged her on a leash for miles without water or food. When heat exhaustion overcame her and she could go no farther, she collapsed. The soldiers had kicked her, egged on by their leader. She was surprised she survived the beating, but it seemed she was meant to suffer yet a little more.

			It was still daytime. Though she couldn’t see, she could feel the harsh sun beating down on her, burning her skin. Not that it matters. She was grateful to be conscious one last time. There was so much she had to atone for, and what little time she had left she would use to ask for forgiveness. The word lingered in her mind, and a tear trickled down her cheek.

			Who will forgive me? God? No. She had never believed in God. Even if God existed, he wouldn’t forgive her for what she had done to those children in the name of science … for what she had done to Ash. At the time, she believed she was serving her country, advancing the human race, and that justified the atrocities she committed. It never had and never would. There would be no heavenly forgiveness. Not now. Not ever. She had spent the last decade trying to forgive herself and had failed. Why would God forgive me? I can’t even forgive myself.

			Another tremor shook the ground. She knew what it was. There were no fault lines out here. It was one of the reasons the facility was built where it was. Something had triggered the self-destruct sequence. Another tear trickled down her cheek. She opened her mouth, the heat blisters on her lips cracking open as she moved them. What was intended as a shout came out as a dry rasp, with no more life in it than the sand around her. It died on the hot air before it could leave her lips. “Ash.”

			She could no longer protect him. Her time was over. Does he know what I did? Something inside her told her that he did. Secrets had a way of finding those they were hidden from, like a moth finds a flame. She didn’t know how she knew that he knew; she just did.

			Had the sonic cleansing taken him? In that moment of fear, she realized that for all her intellect, she had always had it all backward. She thought she had saved Ash from the experiments, but it was the other way around. He had saved her from her own blinding ego.

			The epiphany made her proud of Ash. Whether it was because of her or despite her, he had grown into such a wonderful person, and something, a knowing deep inside her, told her it wasn’t his time and that he would be OK. The awareness calmed her. She supposed that was as good a thing as any she could go out on.

			As she took her last breath, she summoned all the love and luck she could for Ash. It was the only thing in her power to do, sending it to him with all the might of her conscious spirit. Her last act was one of pure intention, and it was more powerful than she could know.
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			The world slowly came back into focus. Kara wiggled her fingers and toes, albeit painfully. The air was filled with dust and debris, and it took her a moment to stop wheezing and regain control of her breathing.

			She was pinned face down. It was her worst nightmare, and she nearly panicked, but beams of light pierced the rubble, and she could feel fresh air on her face. It gave her something to hang onto, and she was able to bring her heart and her mind back under her command.

			She attempted to move and found she wasn’t as immobilized as she had originally perceived. She freed one of her arms and reached behind her. It took some shifting and some significant discomfort, but her hand connected with something soft and supple on top of her. Ash. She felt it now—the slow rise and fall of his breathing.

			Stupid boy, you almost got me killed. He had also saved her life, but it wouldn’t have been necessary if he had listened to her in the first place. She didn’t pretend to understand his feelings. From what little she understood, to say his situation was unique was an understatement, but he had put her life and mission at risk, and she had allowed him to do it. She wasn’t sure if she was more upset with him or with herself, but she decided it would be better to sort that out later.

			“Ash! Wake up!” she yelled, trying to slap him, but at that awkward angle, all she managed to do was make her shoulder throb. Well, I’m glad someone’s getting some rest. He was unconscious, and she wasn’t going to wait for him to come around.

			After a significant amount of struggle, she managed to wiggle her other arm from underneath her chest and used her knees and elbows to lever herself up. She lifted the mass on top of her a few inches, but she slipped on the gravel, and it all collapsed back down on top of her, squeezing the air from her lungs.

			Her head spun as she struggled to breath. Am I going to die here under this pile of filthy rubble? Nearly as soon as the thought crossed her mind, she hurled it away. She wouldn’t admit defeat, not when she had come so far. She was made of tougher stuff than most people, and she found the strength and the will to survive. It surged through her, flowing into her arms and legs, and she pushed again.

			She felt Ash slide off her, and a rush of relief ran through her as she extended her legs and arms. Ash groaned as he rolled over chunks of concrete and rebar, no doubt bruising his ribs. Oh, now you wake up, she fumed silently to herself.

			“Karen?” Ash croaked. Despite their so-called partnership, she hadn’t revealed her true identity as Kara Svalynn, governor of New Mexico. There really had been no reason and no opportunity. She was planning on telling him, but at the moment, it wasn’t worth wasting energy on. Besides, she imagined Ash had had his fill of truth for the day.

			“Here!” she snapped. She brushed herself off and attempted to ignore his groaning. She turned her back to him, but his moaning painted a pitiful picture. Kara had never been able to keep herself from helping others. Ela had diagnosed her long ago with the savior complex. It was an addiction that served her well as a public servant, but not so much in her personal relationships. Rolling her eyes, she marched over to where he squirmed on the ground in pain. I guess I have no choice but to follow my programming. She crouched over him.

			“Hold still!” she barked. She couldn’t help helping him, but she didn’t have to be happy about it.

			Her touch was softer than her words and seemed to calm him somewhat. She felt around, pressing lightly on his abdomen and chest before moving to his ribs. Once upon a time, before the Rift, she had been field rated for this sort of thing, and her fingers were as nimble as they had ever been. She was surprised at how naturally it came back to her after all those years.

			Ash winced when she pressed on his right side. “Can you take a deep breath?” she said in a neutral, clinical tone. He nodded, and she put her ear to his side and tapped on his chest. She sat up and proceeded to press gently on each rib.

			“You’re fine. There’s nothing broken; you’re just bruised. You’ll live.”

			“It doesn’t feel like it,” he complained, propping himself up on his elbows.

			“If you expect me to feel sorry for you, I don’t.” She stood, walking away from the rubble.

			As the compound had exploded around her, she had thrown off her pack, along with all of her water. Her throat felt like cotton, and she thought about looking for it, but she couldn’t waste the time or the energy. There was no way of knowing where it was buried. It could be anywhere. She turned to Ash, relieved to see his canteen hanging at his side. “Any water in that?”

			He reached across his body and winced again. She rolled her eyes. He shook the bottle, and it made a swishing sound. Kara walked over and held out her hand. Ash looked up at her with big sorry eyes before unclipping the canteen and handing it over. He knew why she was angry. Knowing that he knew gave Kara some measure of satisfaction. She took a swig, and it washed away a bit of her anger—just a bit.

			“Drink!” She thrust the canteen back at him. “We need to get going.” She pivoted on her heel without offering to help him up. She had done enough of that as of late, and when considering the brief length of their relationship, it was becoming a chronic problem. She had a mission to fulfill, and if he wanted to travel with her, he was going to have to learn to pick himself up.

			Maybe it had been a mistake to bring him along, maybe not, but on this Kara was certain—she couldn’t afford any more distractions. If Ash continued to demonstrate poor judgment, justified or not, she would have to go her own way.

			The certainty of her thoughts gave her new energy. As she walked, her mind turned to the scenery. Somna had, indeed, given her good information. Dilapidated railroad tracks ran along the canyon floor. She was grateful for the solid heading and for surviving those miserable tunnels in one piece. It was a miracle Ash had propelled them far enough through the door that they avoided being trapped forever.

			Back on track and with no real opportunity to lose her way, she let her mind wander, weaving back and forth like the curves of the canyon she walked through. She thought about Ela and prayed that she fared well. Leaving Ela in charge of the Roundhouse, to defend New Mexico against a superior force, had been the hardest decision of her life. Kara missed Ela terribly, but her responsibilities to the New Mexican people and to the Coalition, coupled with her determination to fight for the survival of democracy, eclipsed any personal feelings she might have had. Ela was more than a friend. She was a sister; their dedication to a higher cause united them in a bond stronger than steel. She smothered the pang in her heart. What is done, is done.

			She turned her thoughts to what little she knew of Ash’s life, the strange underground facility, and, most of all, her mission. Whenever she thought about the responsibility on her shoulders, her hand went to the key on her chest, a reflex borne of her irrational fear that it would simply vanish from the nook between her breasts if she forgot about it.

			A little past midday, she stopped in the shade of an overhang. Even in the shade, the heat was merciless, but it was the first time she had stopped to rest in several hours. Lost in her own thoughts, she had forgotten to check to see if Ash was keeping up. She looked over her shoulder. He was there, but was keeping his distance, no doubt giving her space. Maybe he will pull through this with me after all. Despite his near fatal mistake, she did like him, and he had potential.

			If they made it to Denver, she would talk with Kyle Anders on his behalf. Ash was sharp and would make an excellent addition to the governor’s staff. They needed more individuals like him working for the cause. Add a dash of discipline, a sprinkle of humility, and a few years to mature, and Ash was a recipe for leadership. She prided herself on her knack for identifying the potential in others. It was part of what made her a formidable leader.

			Ash was just catching up to her when he broke into a sprint and blew right past her. Her eyes followed his trajectory with alarm. A squat woman lay crumpled on the canyon floor, her thick black-gray hair tangled around the crown of her head, matted with blood. She knew who it was without even seeing the woman’s face. Somna.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 10: 
Project Harmony

			One of Drake’s men lost his balance as the ground shifted. Weak. Drake dodged falling rocks, picking his way up the side of the ravine to gain a better vantage point. The great boom had been preceded by a patterned, deep thrumming that seemed to make the air—thick. This is no earthquake. It’s a weapon.

			He crested the top of the wall in time to see a great swath of land to the northeast collapse in on itself. Incredible. The gears in his head were churning with possibility and excitement. I know what this is. Many years before the Rift, he had heard a rumor of a highly classified project involving sonic weapons somewhere in the New Mexican desert. Project Harmony.

			At the time he dismissed it as science fiction. The source was less than credible, a disgraced, dishonorably discharged lush of a former colonel who was known for telling fish stories, but he made for interesting company, especially after a few drinks. Other officers avoided him, but Drake found his stories a good way to pass the evening. He always found everyone else in the military so … predictable. In any case, it appeared that loony Colonel Lily wasn’t such a complete lying bastard after all.

			Staff Sergeant Cromwell cleared his throat behind him, interrupting his thoughts. “Sir, shouldn’t we move away from the ledge?”

			Drake shot him a withering look, and Cromwell snapped his mouth shut. He returned his gaze to the massive sink hole. It had to be almost a whole square mile. Now that’s something. A weapon of this magnitude could win the war. That the Unites States government had abandoned it in the middle of enemy territory spoke volumes, but its languid incompetence would be his gain. If there was anything left to recover, he would find it.

			He turned, face souring as he looked at his men. His medic was tending to a soldier with a gruesome compound fracture. The man was groaning and whimpering like a bitch pup. Pathetic.

			“Leave him,” Drake ordered.

			“But, Major, we …”

			He was not in the mood for this. He pulled his sidearm and shot the wounded man between the eyes, splattering blood all over the medic.

			“Does anyone else have anything to say?” He didn’t bother waiting for a response. “Pull yourselves together, men! We have work to do!” Drake turned and set a breakneck pace along the treacherous ridge. This is going to be fun.
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			Captain Aryn Finn could hear the horseplay outside the bedroom in which she was being held. That kind of behavior would never fly under her command, but the lack of discipline was working to her benefit. The noise the soldiers were making gave her the cover she needed to wiggle the chair she was tied to over to a small desk in the corner of the room.

			The fact that they were still at it, and not a single officer had come to tell them off would be laughable if it wasn’t so infuriating. Drake’s men were having a corrosive effect on order and discipline. It was no wonder the war continued to rage so many years after the Rift. When Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler reinstated her command, heads were going to roll.

			Aryn bit her lip as she concentrated on working a letter opener, which she had found on the desk, to cut her bindings. Yet another sloppy oversight on the part of her jailers. She pulled her hand free, not pausing to relish the accomplishment. Aryn was never frivolous, and that applied as much to emotional control as it did to the physical and the material. She wasn’t even close to being out of this mess; she would celebrate when there was good reason to.

			Step one, complete. Her next task was to get outside undetected.

			She paused, listening carefully. The old wooden floors groaned and creaked. Even with the men chortling and playing grabass on the other side of the door, a wrong step at the wrong time could give her away, but she had had plenty of practice timing her movements over the last couple of hours, as she had painstakingly hopped her chair at the right moments from the center of the room to the desk a few feet away. A half inch here, a quarter there. Now that she was free, her work would be easier.

			She stood and tiptoed to the windowsill. She slowly opened the window, relieved at how silently it opened. She said a small thanks to whoever maintained the property. God rest his or her soul.

			She poked her head out, half expecting to see a patrol, but there was no one. She grabbed the sill and lowered herself out the second story window; then she let herself drop. Her trained body turned into a coil, and she landed like a cat, making nothing more than a soft thud, unaware she was the second person to follow that exact path in less than a day.

			Aryn crept to the corner of the house and peered around it, spotting the line of transports. Each primary transport was equipped with a next-gen satellite phone, and she needed one to contact SAIC Mahler. It was her best shot of turning this catastrophe around. She was confident Mahler would countermand Major Drake’s orders, reinstate her position, and give her command of the mission. There was no other logical outcome. Drake had bungled the mission, flouted the law, and apparently taken off on a field mission, leaving a first lieutenant in command of the detachment. The first action might result in a slap on the wrist, maybe a demotion, but the second two … the second two would certainly result in a court martial. Aryn intended to make that a reality. Drake deserved nothing less than to rot in a military prison for the rest of his life after killing all those innocent people.

			Aryn focused on the next part of her mission. A raucous jumble of sound was emanating from a makeshift tent to her nine o’clock. Gambling and drinking on duty? Is this what it’s come to? A soldier stumbled out of the tent. She pulled back into the shadows. She was a fugitive until Mahler countermanded Drake’s orders. As undisciplined as these soldiers were, if she were caught, she would wind up back in that room under twenty-four-hour watch, with no opportunity to make a play like this again.

			“I need to take a leak, boys!” The soldier slurred his words, shouting them over his shoulder. Aryn was disgusted, but she swallowed the distaste and listened carefully, ready to strike in case the drunken soldier stumbled over to her hiding spot. She heard a few clumsy footsteps followed by a dull thud. She ventured a glance around the corner again. This is almost too easy. The soldier had passed out face down, liquid pooling around him as he pissed himself.

			She darted across the open space between her position and the trucks. She threw herself behind the first transport and pressed her back against a tire while she regained her breath. She closed her eyes, listening carefully for any sign that her movements had triggered an alarm. An owl hooted, the laughter continued in the tent, and a rush of breeze tickled her ear, but there was no indication that anyone was coming for her. Yet.

			She crept along the line of transports and supply trucks, as far away from the house and the party tent as she could get. She opened the door of one of the larger personnel transports and climbed into the cab.

			The seats were not designed for someone her size. After a few uncomfortable moments of rooting around in the back of the cab, and with her arm bent at an awkward angle, she finally found what she was looking for—a small, shiny, black pod. She placed it on the dash and tapped it.

			A white light inside the oval pulsed in sync with the sound that came from it. “Please say the name of the person you are trying to reach.”

			“Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler,” Aryn said as clearly and quietly as she could.

			“Initializing satellite uplink.” A few agonizing seconds passed as the white light pulsed. “Satellite uplink secure.”

			It seemed like every ring took an eternity, but finally a voice answered the call. “Office of Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler, how may I assist you?” The voice was a female’s, tinted with a heavy southern drawl.

			“This is Captain Aryn Finn of the Ninth Brigade. I need to speak with Agent Mahler on a matter of some urgency. Please connect me immediately.” Her voice carried a hard note of command.

			“Unfortunately, Special Agent in Charge Mahler is unavailable.” The woman’s intonation emphasized the correct title.

			“What is your name?”

			“Delilah,” she said unsteadily.

			“Listen, Delilah, I am calling you from the field, and this is a matter of life or death. Literally. I don’t care if Special Agent in Charge Mahler is in a meeting with the president …”

			Delilah interrupted her. “He is in a meeting with the president’s chief of staff.”

			Someone began shouting from the house. Her absence had been noted. Aryn had never, in her entire career, leveraged her family’s political status for anything, but it was the only trick she had left, and she was running out of time. Her voice dropped to a low hiss. “I am the daughter of Senator Elias Finn. If you don’t connect me with Eric Mahler within the next three seconds, I will personally see to it that you are scrubbing toilets in Toledo by tomorrow morning.”

			Aryn could hear Delilah tremble. “Connecting you now, ma’am. So very sorry.”

			The connection tone beeped, once, twice, three times. Aryn, despite her size, slid down in the driver’s seat as far as she could while maintaining her line of sight to the side view mirrors. The hour was late, the last vestiges of the sun fading into the ether. It was that betweentime when shadows moved with a life of their own and depth of sound could not be perceived with any certainty.

			“Mahler! This better be good.”

			“Special Agent, this is Captain Aryn Finn. We have a situation that requires your attention.”

			“I am in a meeting with the chief of staff. It can wait.”

			“It cannot,” she said before he could hang up. “This entire mission is on the brink of failure. I am formally requesting that you countermand Major Drake’s orders that put me under arrest and place me in command of this detachment. Major Drake illegally executed innocent civilians. When I tried to stop him …”

			“That’s enough, Captain,” Mahler interrupted her. “I have already read the report, and as much as I disagree with Major Drake’s tactics, this is a war. The townspeople were aiding and abetting a war criminal.”

			“Well, they were …”

			“Yes, Captain, they were, and you decided to commit mutiny in the middle of a military operation of the highest importance.” Mahler was silent for a moment, and Aryn could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. She wouldn’t stand for this. It was outrageous.

			Mahler continued. “You are to comply with your arrest, and you will be transported back to Washington, DC, where a tribunal will hear your case. I have neither the time nor the patience for this, Captain. What’s done is done, and I have many priorities, the least of which is whether Major Drake violated the Geneva Conventions.” Those last two words dripped with cynicism.

			For the second time in her adult life, and in a span of less than five minutes, Aryn brought her sociopolitical status to bear. “My father will be my next call, Special Agent. I doubt he will agree with you.”

			“Your father is dead,” Mahler said dispassionately.

			The words knocked the wind out of her. “Dead? How?” she gasped, nearly choking on the words.

			“He was … assassinated. You will be fully briefed when you arrive in Washington, DC. As I have said, I am in a meeting with the president’s chief of staff. Good luck to you, Captain.” The line went dead.

			Aryn’s mind raced, frantically trying to grapple with the news. She knew Mahler wouldn’t, couldn’t lie about something like that. Even for someone of his status, the ramifications would be severe. Her thoughts seized, overrun by half-formed questions, panic, rage, and despair. Her father, her only living family, was dead, and she didn’t even know how.

			A knuckle rapped on the window, and every muscle in her body locked. This is it. It’s over. My life is over. Even if she could think clearly, she had nowhere to run. She couldn’t see who was on the other side of the glass, but did it really matter? There was nothing left to do but sit there and let fate take its course. A few seconds later the door opened. Aryn didn’t care, she just stared ahead at the pulsing light of the sat phone.

			“Turn that thing off, Captain. Do you want to get caught?” It was the last thing she expected. Aryn recognized the handsome face to her left. His name bubbled through the chaos of her thoughts to her lips.

			“Sergeant Riley?” He had deployed with her from Washington.

			An exasperated look spread across his face. “Sat phone, off, now!” If a whisper could be shouted, Riley managed it. Is he trying to help me? Her thoughts were bottlenecked. She couldn’t move, couldn’t process, couldn’t think. Riley reached across her and snatched the device from the dashboard and switched it off, simultaneously turning on his flashlight. “Get behind the seat and make yourself small. Don’t make a sound.”

			He is helping me escape. Her body, as if it had independently decided to listen to Riley rather than abide by the indecision of her scrambled brain, started to move. Nimble and silent, she squeezed herself behind the driver’s seat. Flashes of light flitted across the windows as the grounds were searched.

			“All clear!” Sergeant Riley hollered to the others and slammed the door, moving on to the next vehicle. “There! That house over there! I thought I saw something in the window!” Riley shouted, misdirecting the manhunt. The sound of the heavy boots faded into the distance. Riley returned a few minutes later. “Time to go.” He held out his hand to help her out.

			Aryn was able to collect herself and climb out of the truck. “Why are you helping me?”

			“What Drake did to those people was unspeakable, and I heard enough of your conversation to know that you would be punished for trying to do the right thing. It’s not what I signed up for.” He raised his eyebrows impatiently at her. “Can we talk about this later? We kind of have to go!”

			She didn’t need him to ask again. She was back in her skin, and her training flooded back into her muscles. Aryn ran silently into the night after Riley. Despite all the pain and confusion in her heart, the fact that there was one, just one other person in the world with a shred of honor and decency, gave her hope.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 11: 
Song of Vengeance

			How? The word echoed in Ash’s mind, repeating itself over and over.

			“Ash?” He felt Karen’s hand on his shoulder, but her voice seemed far away, as if she were calling to him over a great distance.

			He looked down at Somna’s face as he cradled her head in his lap and brushed a strand of her matted, blood-soaked hair to the side.

			“Ash, I’m … I’m so sorry.”

			“I need water.” Karen handed him the canteen. He opened it, pouring a trickle onto Somna’s face, using his handkerchief to dab the blood from her eyes.

			“Ash … that’s all we have …”

			He brushed her hand from his shoulder. “Leave me alone.” First Javier and now Somna. How? All he wanted to do was sit there and look at Somna’s face, alone. “Go on without me.”

			“Ash … I can’t …”

			“Go!” The word echoed down the canyon. Despite everything he had learned about her in that journal, Somna was the only family he had ever known.

			 “We’ll make camp here for the evening,” Karen said softly, “and we’ll bury her in the morning.”
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			“Well, look at what we have here.”

			Ash’s eyes snapped open. He must have fallen asleep sometime late in the night.

			“Kara Svalynn,” a man’s voice cracked with glee. “I was almost thinking we weren’t going to find you. I was beginning to worry you made it to Colorado and were already licking Kyle Anders’s boots.”

			Ash scrambled to his feet and saw Karen pointing her pistol at the lip of the canyon wall. He followed the trajectory and his eyes landed on a short, squat man in fatigues. He was smiling down at them with a wicked grin on his face, eyes twinkling dangerously.

			“Who is this man, and why is he calling you Kara?” He turned to face her.

			“Yes, why don’t you tell”—the man paused—“Ash, I presume.” He laughed. “Tell Ash who you really are, Kara.”

			Kara kept her sights trained on the man. “I will explain everything, Ash, after I kill this traitorous bastard.”

			The corner of the man’s mouth curled into a sneer. “Cute, Kara, very cute, but you’re surrounded.”

			“I could still kill you before any of your men got a shot off, Drake,” she said haughtily. “You know I could.”

			“And then what would become of poor, young Ash?” Drake said mockingly. “If anything happens to me, my men will beat him to death … slowly … like they did to his pathetic aunt. Wouldn’t that be poetic?”

			Ash felt the heat rise in his cheeks and a slow burning anger ignite in his chest. “You killed her?”

			Drake laughed. “I just gave the order. My men did the rest … after they had their fun with her. What are you going to do about it, little man?”

			The slow burn within him burst into an uncontrolled wildfire of white-hot rage. It consumed him. His body began to vibrate like a tuning fork. He looked up through a red haze of hatred at Drake’s smug face. Something within him snapped, and a flood of power surged through him unlike anything he had ever experienced. He could hear everything, feel everything resonating around him. He drew on that energy, focusing it into his solar plexus, the seat of his rage. The ground beneath him began to pulse, and he felt himself lift into the air. The energy within him was building to a crescendo. When I release it, I will obliterate them, wipe these murderers from the face of the earth. He was now eye-level with Drake, the man’s sneer gave way to a look of shock. Ash didn’t know what he was doing or how he was doing it. He didn’t care. There was only his vengeance and the means to execute it. Ash released the reservoir of power within him. It burst from him like water from a broken dam, annihilating everything in its path.
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			Kara was thrown on her back by a great tremor running through the earth. Her hand hit a rock and her gun went spinning off. The ground began to pulse, slowly, methodically, like a metronome. Thrum, thrum, thrum, thrum. The thrumming accelerated, and clouds darkened the sky. Thrum, thrum, thrum, thrum. Pebbles danced on the ground. Then to her utter disbelief, Ash lifted from the ground, levitating in midair. Electricity crackled through the air, which felt fluid and thick, like water.

			Ash hovered in the air, eyes level with Major Drake. Drake and his men fired round after around at him, but the bullets careened off, deflected by some invisible shield. The thrums merged into a single uniform hum that started out low and quickly increased in pitch, until a sonorous crack ripped through the atmosphere like a bolt of lightning. A shockwave radiated out from Ash. The major and the rest of his men were hurled back. As quickly as it started, it was over. Ash went limp and fell from the air, crumpling into a twisted heap of limbs as he hit the ground.

			Kara sat stunned, her hair settling back onto her shoulders as the static energy dissipated around her, the image of Ash hovering in the air burned into her mind. The whole scene played over and over in her head, but each time was as incomprehensible as the last. Several minutes passed before she broke the cycle and focused herself.

			Dizzy and disoriented, she crawled over to Ash and rolled him onto his back. She did her best, given the state she was in, to check him for broken bones but realized that was the least of her concerns. He was burning with fever.

			The sun beat down on them. She shook his canteen. There was nothing left. If she didn’t figure out a way to cool him down, he was going to die. Whatever that was, whatever he had done, had saved them both, and possibly the entire Coalition, from annihilation. She wouldn’t let him die out here. Not without a fight.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 12: 
Behind Enemy Lines

			Mahler flipped through the satellite photos of the sinkhole, a section of sunken land covering more than a square mile. This is no coincidence. First Dr. Aurilla’s monstrous transformation, then Ela Argenta’s miraculous healing, and now this … the destruction of the Project Harmony facility in New Mexico.

			The sequence of events made him uneasy, and that wasn’t something he felt very often. In fact, he didn’t often feel anything at all. Emotions were a weakness, annoying aberrations of the mind, that he usually eradicated as quickly as they surfaced, but something larger was at play, and he couldn’t seem to fit the pieces together.

			 Something larger than the United States and the Coalition was happening, and he suspected it was related to this miraculous crystal. His men were closing the perimeter around Ottavio Aurilla. Every time they seemed to get a lock on Aurilla, however, he was gone by the time his men arrived. Was he somehow using the crystal to evade them? That’s a stupid idea, Mahler. It’s a crystal, not Excalibur or the Holy Grail. Get a hold of yourself. His thoughts had been running in circles like this since he received the satellite photos of the catastrophe in New Mexico, and it was driving him mad.

			The research and science behind Project Harmony might explain Ottavio’s transformation. He was still working out how Ela fit into the equation, but she was firmly in his control. This blast wave in New Mexico is something of a different beast. Did Kara Svalynn or Major Drake have something to do with it?

			Seth Drake was turning out to be an epic failure, running off on some damned crusade after Kara Svalynn instead of sending foot soldiers and retaining a firm command over the detachment in Dulce. He was regretting his decision to throw Aryn Finn to the wolves. As idealistic as she was, she was reliable. Now she was gone too. Regret. Another vile emotion.

			He wondered if Kara, Aryn, Drake, or all three of them had been killed by the self-destruct sequence at the abandoned facility. Someone triggered it, and each of their last known headings pointed to a rather convenient convergence on that precise location. He wanted to send more men, but the president, or rather, his chief of staff, Sero Kai, was diverting all available resources to Rocky Ford in another stupendous blunder. Mahler was letting it go, only because if Kai failed, and he most likely would, it would be the last mistake he made. The president wouldn’t tolerate another failure. Kai was going straight for the jugular in an attempt to end the war and salvage his sinking reputation, but it was a risky gamble. If Kai was unable to retake NORAD in Colorado Springs, the war would rage on for decades. Both sides were too weak to win and too strong to fail, short of the nuclear option, which wasn’t an option at all because Drake had failed to capture Kara Svalynn, the one person who might have shed some light on the Coalition’s nuclear capability.

			Mahler squeezed his temples. The crystal is the key. I need to find Ottavio and the crystal. If he could harness the power behind Dr. Aurilla’s transformation and perfect it, control it, it wouldn’t matter if Kai failed. Hell, it wouldn’t matter if the Coalition gained access to NORAD’s nuclear arsenal. He would be able to create super soldiers, not only to retake the West, but to seize power for himself. But he didn’t have Ottavio Aurilla, and he didn’t have the crystal. But I do have Ela Argenta. She was connected to all this somehow, and he would squeeze her for every last bit of information, genetic or otherwise. I will bleed her dry if I must.

			He compartmentalized everything outside of his control, and suddenly he felt calmer. He would use the resources at hand and file his other problems away for later. If he had learned anything, it was that answers had a way of presenting themselves to those who waited.
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			Ela paced her apartment. She was not allowed to leave but had every luxury. She felt like a fairy-tale princess being held for ransom, but her fairy tale was missing critical pieces of information. She didn’t know what the ransom was, and the question persisted: Why bring me to the brink of certain death, only to imprison me in luxury? Special Agent in Charge Mahler had an agenda. She just couldn’t figure out what it was.

			She knew she was being watched and didn’t want to risk using her song until she had a better lay of the land. She was in the heart of enemy territory and couldn’t risk such power falling into the wrong hands. If they realized what she could do, she would be subdued, dissected, and studied like a lab rat. Her power was tied to her genes, and it might be possible for the bunnies to reverse engineer it. With that kind of power, the East would overrun the West, but that wasn’t even the worst of it. Maia had spoken of this creature Dagon, who was now on the loose, freed from the Crystal of Tears. I need to find the crystal … but how? A sharp knock at the door startled her from her thoughts. She paused, reminding herself of the role she needed to play. Pitiable, helpless … got it.

			“Come in,” she said meekly. Mahler swaggered into the room, dressed in a crisp black suit.

			“Hello, Ela.” Mahler flashed whatever passed for his version of a smile.

			“Mister Mahler,” she bowed her head in subdued deference, “to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

			Mahler gestured at the chairs by the window. “You seem recovered, rested. I thought it was time we have a little chat.” His voice was as cold and dead as his eyes. Ela gulped. She wasn’t prepared for this. “If you cooperate, you will remain in this apartment, become a citizen of the United States … again. Of course, we will need to build a mutual trust before we let you go wandering around. Do you understand?”

			He has no intention of letting me go free. This is a ploy. He’s playing good cop right now, but if my answers don’t satisfy him, I’ll be hooked up to another car battery. Ela pushed the thought aside and nodded. She needed to focus and make a play for time. “That sounds reasonable.” Ela managed a shy smile. Mahler’s grin grew a little wider. Goosebumps prickled her arms. This man is pure evil. If he sensed her fear, all the better. It only augmented her act.

			Mahler motioned broadly at her living quarters. “How are you enjoying your accommodations?”

			“Oh! They are very nice. Thank you, Mister Mahler.”

			“You can call me Eric. Not many people do, and it’s refreshing to be on a first-name basis with at least a few people. It also goes a long way in establishing that trust we are speaking about. I have ensured you are well cared for. In exchange, let’s start with sharing some information, shall we?”

			Ela nodded, and a lump formed in her throat. She needed to be very careful, having no idea what he was after. She was playing a dangerous game with a dangerous man. “Can you give me a moment before we begin? I need to freshen up a bit.” It was a stalling tactic, and she knew that Mahler knew it. She could tell by the way he tilted his head ever so slightly to the side, but he was still playing his role as the generous benefactor, and he nodded.

			“Don’t be too long, Ela. I am a very busy man.”

			“I’ll only be a moment.” She hurried to the bathroom and shut the door, turning on the faucet. She splashed her face and used a fluffy white towel to dry it off. What did Kara always say about lying? She wracked her brain for a moment before it came to her. All good lies have a grain of truth. It was all she had to go on, and she hoped it would be enough. She took a deep breath and opened the door. Here we go.

			“All better?” Mahler drawled.

			“Yes, much.” Her stomach clenched as she seated herself, smoothing her dress. “What would you like to know?”

			“My intelligence network caught wind of something”—he paused searching for the right word—“unusual in Svalynn’s possession, something she inherited and something that could prove to be formidable in the war, but my agents were never able to find out what it was. Svalynn has a reputation for keeping a near impenetrable inner circle. You were a part of that inner circle, were you not?”

			He stood and walked behind her, placing his hands on her shoulder. She tried not to shudder with disgust at his touch. He leaned down and spoke softly in her ear. “What was this secret she kept so close to her?”

			Ela’s mind raced to find a passable answer, something, anything that wasn’t the truth. Only she and Kara had been privy to that knowledge, but maybe she was mistaken. How did Mahler even know there was a secret to know? She realized her breathing was erratic and focused on controlling it, but then something dawned on her. If he knows of the secret, he knows the secret. The deduction reassured her, but Mahler was still touching her.

			“Are you all right, Ela?” Mahler asked, his words dripping with fake concern.

			“I am,” she said breathlessly, “I … I’m not …”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m not comfortable being touched.” By your filthy hands, she finished in her head, but the momentary interruption would not save her from answering the question. Mahler removed his hands and reseated himself on the chaise across from her. He lit a cigarette, waiting patiently for her to respond.

			All good lies have a grain of truth. The nuclear key pales in comparison to the crystal. I need to stall for time and give him what he wants. This whole charade was a test. Just say it! It felt like she was betraying Kara, betraying her people, but she forced her lips to move. “Kara has a nuclear launch key.”

			“Which silo?” Mahler looked down at his fingernails, unphased, as if they were having a conversation about the weather. He knows. He knew all along.

			“Cheyenne Mountain.” She was shaking. “May I?” She pointed at his pack of cigarettes.

			“I didn’t take you for the type.” He pulled one from the pack and handed it to her. She put it between her lips, and he leaned in, lighting the smoke for her.

			“Good girl.” He stood and patted her on the head like a dog. “I’m glad to see”—he paused, a wicked smile spreading across his face—“you’ve recovered so quickly. I think we’re going to be good friends, Ela. Is there anything, anything else at all, you would like to share?”

			

			Ela pulled on the cigarette and shook her head, a mix of disgust, anxiety, and guilt churning in the pit of her stomach, robbing her of her power of speech.

			“Well, I would say that this has been rather productive. I will be seeing you soon.” It was a threat, not a promise. He stood and walked out, slamming the door behind him.

			Ela sat in her chair smoking her cigarette, hand shaking slightly as she reached over to ash it. She had bought herself a little time by playing into Mahler’s game, but he was after something else. If he knew about the codes, what else does he know about? If she had any hope of finding the crystal, she needed to act fast. Using her song might be the only way. She thought of Kara. If she were here, she would tell Ela to use every tool at her disposal. Maia wouldn’t have given her an impossible task. Maybe I am closer to my goal than I realize. Regardless, she needed to hone her power, but she had to do it discreetly.

			She closed her eyes and centered her mind. She pictured the beach and the waves. She imagined the sound of the waves crashing on the beach. She felt her song flow. It permeated her blood, her bones, and her muscles. She felt its power and held it just on the verge of radiating from her. She could see strings of vibration humming all around her. The walls, the objects in the room—they all had unique vibrations, but she tuned them all out. She knew she could manipulate any of the frequencies, but that would draw attention. She needed to focus on the strings humming within her own body, the way Maia had shown her.

			Ela folded her hands in her lap, then grabbed a finger and snapped it back. It took all of her will to remain still and silent as the bone fractured and the ligaments tore, but she maintained her concentration and extended a tendril of harmony. The pain faded, and guided by her song, the finger healed and righted itself. She looked down. The finger was as good as new. And then she did it again and again and again, honing her song.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 13: 
Catch of the Day

			Ottavio clawed at his forehead. He needed a moment to think in peace, but Dagon wouldn’t allow it, ever taunting, urging him forward. He could no longer see his tormentor. Dagon seemed to prefer a less direct approach to get what he wanted, whispering from the dark corners of his mind.

			“Get up, you pathetic piece of trash. Retrace your steps. There is no other option.” Dagon’s voice reverberated, his slow, relentless insistence building like pressure on a dam. Ottavio’s head felt like it was going to explode.

			“Stop!” he screamed wildly, tearing at his face. A bum occupying the opposite end of the dark, damp alley quickly gathered his belongings and stumbled off, no doubt spooked.

			“Let me think,” Ottavio pleaded, sobbing as he slumped over onto the ground. “Just let me think.” Dagon wanted him to go back to his lab, but returning to any of his known haunts—his place of employment, his home, even his local liquor store—would be a death sentence after what he had done. He would be shot on sight. He was resisting Dagon with every fiber of his being.

			Dagon persisted with methodical ruthlessness. “Retrace your steps. It is the only way to find the crystal. You must find the crystal.”

			Something inside Ottavio snapped. The pressure was simply too great. “Very well,” Ottavio said softly, gasping for air between his words. “I will do as you ask.” Even if it meant his death, he could no longer withstand the pain.

			The pounding in his head receded. He could feel the sting of scratches on his face from his own nails. Still, it was nothing compared with the slow, searing pain Dagon was capable of inflicting. While the hostile consciousness couldn’t seem to completely push Ottavio’s consciousness aside and take control of his motor functions, it seemed to have full access and control over his sensory neurons. It was the worst kind of torture, and as the fog of pain lifted from his mind, he realized that he’d never stood a chance. He might have resisted for a little longer, but to what end? Dagon would have continued to chip away at his will until there was nothing left of it. He needed to preserve what little of himself remained.

			The crystal might be the solution, my salvation. Maybe I can use it to reverse the transfer. Ottavio smothered the thought. He couldn’t be sure any of his thoughts were private, but if Dagon knew what he was thinking, he gave no indication. It seemed the beast had retreated, leaving Ottavio to carry out his will.

			Ottavio redirected his focus on the task at hand. He would do what Dagon wanted and would have to hope that he could come up with a way to reverse the consciousness transfer in the process.

			One thing was certain; he needed a disguise to get anywhere near the research facility. He glanced down the alley at an overladen dumpster. As much as sorting through garbage disgusted him, it might contain what he required. How did I fall so far? The thought was just as painful as any physical abuse Dagon could inflict. He had been one of the preeminent scientists of his time. Now, he was being hunted, branded a mass murderer, his mind under the thrall of a hostile consciousness.

			He squashed his feelings as he reached the dumpster, lest his self-pity rile the demon within him, and began to timidly sort through bits that might be of some use to him. The garbage was putrid, and it took all of his self-control to master his gag reflex, but he found some items that suited his task—a long coat and a hat. He concealed himself in the garments and made his way to the main street at the end of the alley.

			He could hear the sound of garbage trucks making their early morning runs. It was still dark, and there were few people about—only a handful of street sweepers and vagabonds going about their business.

			His surroundings were unfamiliar, but he was relieved to see a glowing sign with an “M” on it. The Metro. He couldn’t board a train. Even if he had the money to buy a ticket, there were too many cameras, too many people, but every Metro station had a map. To figure out where he was going, he needed to know where he was. He walked calmly toward the entrance, keeping an eye out for security cameras, and placed himself in front of the map, careful to keep the lip of his hat down and the collar of his coat up around his cheeks.

			The bad news was that he was in Capitol Heights, a fair distance from the lab. The good news was that he was in Capitol Heights, one of the poorest neighborhoods in Washington, DC. He would blend in with the other vagrants and bums. He would be able to drink from the public fountains, maybe even score a piece of bread from a shelter. When was the last time I ate? He would need fuel for the journey ahead.

			He memorized his route. A direct path through Capitol Hill would be suicide, so he would need to take a circuitous route. In total, he estimated that, with no significant interruptions, he could make the trek to Reston in eight or nine hours. Ottavio nodded to himself with determination and a hint of satisfaction. He turned to go.

			A man stood in his path, blocking the exit, his face shrouded in shadow. “You are a hard man to get a hold of these days, Dr. Aurilla.” His stomach clenched, and he heard Dagon’s malevolent laughter echo in the dark recesses of his mind. Horrified, he realized that this was what Dagon had wanted all along, pushing Ottavio out into the open in the hope he would be captured. It was the quickest, most efficient path to the crystal, and once Dagon got what he wanted, he would toss Ottavio aside like a disposable container and simply take another host. There was nothing he could do about it. My life is forfeit. It was his last thought as a needle sank into his neck and the world went black.
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			Mahler should have been pleased with Ottavio Aurilla’s capture, but he wasn’t. The crystal was still missing. Nevertheless, he personally oversaw the interrogation. Aurilla was a raving lunatic. One minute he would be talking to an imaginary person; the next he’d be screaming in agony, tearing at his face. After a few wasted hours, Mahler ordered Dr. Yi to administer sedatives and begin extracting what biological material they could salvage and study. If Dr. Aurilla’s mind was broken, they would get what they could from his body. It wasn’t ideal, and it wouldn’t give him the crystal, but it was some consolation.

			Aurilla’s bloodwork revealed some interesting anomalies. For one, Project Harmony had never successfully activated the RCC72 marker in a full-grown adult. The researchers had only ever managed it with preadolescent children, and even then, the subjects died within a matter of hours. Aurilla was alive days postactivation—a promising sign. Mahler thumbed through the original, unredacted files from Project Harmony.

			The project had been abandoned under threat of exposure by its lead scientist, Dr. Somna Basilio. It appeared she had grown a conscience somewhere in the middle of the project. The short-sighted administration of that time feared violent public backlash should the truth of the experiments be revealed. Interestingly, the events leading to Project Harmony’s demise transpired only months before the Rift, the fateful Article V Convention of States that ripped the country in two.

			Mahler didn’t understand the science behind it, but he understood there was a gene, a part of the human genome geneticists referred to as “junk DNA” that, when activated, imparted superhuman abilities. The Project Harmony files didn’t say more about these abilities, but if Dr. Aurilla’s transformation was any indication, superhuman strength was on the table. But not every human had this gene; only one to three percent of the population. He suspected Ela Argenta had it.

			In Mahler’s mind, Ela might be a treasure trove of knowledge as valuable as the crystal itself. She had demonstrated rapid healing abilities without any side effects—like Aurilla’s grotesque deformation. Whatever information she had about Kara Svalynn was now irrelevant. He knew most of it anyway. He didn’t know why, but Ela piqued his curiosity, and he had wanted to talk to her human to human—before they began to experiment on her, to break her open and spill her secrets. What a contribution she will make. He was almost a little jealous. Individuals who contributed to the advancement of the human race were rare. Most individuals hampered its progress, but she would be one of the few who moved it forward. No, not just move it forward. She will catapult mankind into the future.

			He sighed as he watched the scientists dissect an unconscious Ottavio Aurilla through an observation window. It looked like they were harvesting some of his brain matter. Dr. Aurilla was interesting insofar as they could learn what was wrong with the science. Ela was far more fascinating. She was perfection, perfection he intended to possess. She would be arriving shortly, and he shivered with anticipation.
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			It all happened so fast. The sound of heavy boots followed a loud crack as the door was breached. Men in black surrounded her bed and yanked her from it, pulling a hood over her face. After a few seconds, the initial shock wore off, and Ela found herself almost calm. She did her best to let her body flow with the violent movements as they dragged her out of her apartment building and shoved her into a vehicle.

			It wasn’t until the transport started moving that she let her emotions rise to the surface. It seemed Mahler was done playing cat and mouse. She reached within herself, preparing the chords of her song. I cannot let Mahler have my power. Untrained as she was, she knew she had the power to destroy herself. If need be, she would leave nothing but ash for him to study.

			“Wait, Ela, a little longer,” a voice whispered in the back of her mind. “The crystal is near. Wait.” Ela smiled to herself. Maia is with me.

			Despite all the evidence to the contrary, she seemed to be on the right path. If she had learned anything from her recent experiences, sometimes surrendering to fate was the only way to overcome it. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, but she held her song, balanced like a knife, and prepared herself for the battle ahead.
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			Mahler looked up sharply, startled from his reverie. Despite his heavy sedation, Ottavio Aurilla was flailing and shrieking. His restraints broke against his immense strength. He grabbed Mahler’s lead scientist, Dr. Yi, by the throat, pulling him down so that they were face to face and then, to Mahler’s utter shock, kissed him. The other two surgeons were thrown against the opposite wall with such force that Mahler was sure their spines snapped on impact.

			Mahler tapped his earpiece. “We need backup in medical lab one.” His voice was as calm and cool as ever, but as he watched the scene unfold, his heart began to race. Dr. Yi’s veins began to bulge and ripple, turning a bright neon purple. They looked like tiny snakes wriggling under his skin. Dr. Yi squirmed and beat his fists, but to no avail. Was this some kind of transference?

			“Belay that,” Mahler ordered. “Quarantine the lab. Do not enter. I repeat, do not enter that room.”

			“But, sir,” one of his commando’s protested, “Dr. Yi may still need our help.”

			“Dr. Yi is making his contribution to science. You will not enter that room. Stand down.” Whoever had challenged his orders would be reassigned, probably somewhere in the Midwest. He made a mental note to follow up on it later.

			Dr. Yi was beginning to transform, quashing any doubt in Mahler’s mind about his transference theory. He had watched Ottavio undergo a similar transformation on the security footage from the Senate chamber. Now that he had a basic understanding of what was happening, it was exhilarating to see it in person.

			Whatever Dr. Aurilla had transferred to Dr. Yi seemed to be complete, and Aurilla collapsed like a deflated balloon. By the sound of it, Dr. Yi was in a great deal of pain, and Mahler watched in silent fascination as the doctor’s bones bent and extended, and his muscles and veins swelled. A few minutes later, when the grotesque transformation was finished, Dr. Yi slumped in the corner, spent. Mahler was so enthralled that he had forgotten to breathe and had been holding his breath for several minutes. He let out a long exhale. Dr. Yi’s live transformation was valuable, more than anything they would have learned from dissecting Aurilla. A rare, true smile twitched at the corners of his mouth, and he tapped the comm on his hear. “I need a geneticist on the observation deck immediately!”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 14: 
All is Fair

			Aryn marched like an automaton toward the source of the great sonic clap. All she could feel was the need for vengeance, all she could see was red, and all she could hear was the ringing in her ears. I will not rest until I have brought the people who did this to me, to my family, to justice, and I am going to start with Major Drake. They were approaching a massive sinkhole of some kind, no doubt caused by the skull-rattling boom they had heard the previous day. This is Major Drake’s doing. I know it.

			“Captain, stop!” Riley shouted after her. She realized he had been shouting at her for the past hour as she marched resolutely into the wasteland. Only now did the sound of his voice penetrate her awareness. “We’re dangerously low on water. We can’t just march into this waste without resources. We need supplies. We need to go north. The Coalition is our best chance of surviving, your best chance to avenge your father …”

			Aryn ignored him and kept marching. Riley ran forward and grabbed her pack, pulling her back. She deftly slipped her arms through the straps as he pulled and she twisted, sneaking an uppercut through his outstretched arms. The blow caught him square in the jaw and sent him flying back on his ass.

			He shook his head. “So that’s how you want to play it, Captain?” he said through gritted teeth, licking the blood from the split in his lip. Aryn rolled up her sleeves as he climbed to his feet.

			“Dead or alive, Sergeant, I am bringing Major Drake to justice, and no one is going to stop me.”

			“I guess we’re going to have to do this old school,” he growled, and he took up a fighting stance.

			“Bring it,” she spat. He had been holding her pack when she punched him the first time, making him an easy target. Now it was a fair fight, but all she could see was the obstacle between her and her goal through a haze of red fog. She feinted to the left, attempting to throw him off balance, then switched her weight to her right side. He sidestepped her right hook, leaning back just enough to keep himself out of striking range. She felt her cheeks flush as she stumbled forward.

			Her emotions got the better of her, and she bull-rushed him. Riley fluidly avoided the attack and used her own momentum against her. Before she knew it, he was on top of her holding her down as she kicked and screamed, but after a few minutes her cries turned into sobs, and she finally surrendered to the pain in her heart. Riley moved off her, and she sat up. He put an arm around her shoulder.

			“I know you’re in pain, Captain. I know you’ve lost everything, but so have I. We have to play this smart. We …”

			She didn’t know why. She felt herself being pulled forward, drawn to him, and she leaned in and kissed him. He kissed her back. They kissed for several minutes, and then she fell into his arms and cried.

			“I don’t know what to do, Sergeant. I feel so lost.”

			Riley tightened his arms around her. “I know, but we’re going to figure this out together.”

			He let her bury her head in his shoulder, her tears drenching his shirt. When she was spent, and her breathing slowed, he gently lifted her off his chest. “I’m with you, Captain. I’m with you all the way, but wandering off into this wasteland without any resources isn’t going to get you justice; it’s going to get you killed. Us killed.”

			She felt like she was going to start crying again, and her bottom lip began to tremble.

			“Don’t cry anymore … please. We can’t really spare any more water.” As soon as the words left his lips, Riley’s face flushed with embarrassment, and he turned his head away, but Aryn laughed.

			 “You have a way with words, Sergeant.” He smiled back at her shyly.

			“Call me Nathan, Captain,” he said after a moment. “I would like it if you called me Nathan.”

			

			She stood and extended her hand to pull him up. “Call me Aryn, Nathan. I’m not a captain anymore, and you are no longer my subordinate. From here on out we do everything together.”

			They brushed each other off and donned their packs. “Lead the way, Nathan. I think it’s time for me to follow for a bit.” Nathan smiled at her, which made her pulse race and her nerves tingle. Aryn was grateful for Nathan—more than grateful. In her blind obsession, she had put him in danger, and she vowed to keep her emotions in check from then on. He had put everything on the line for her. No one had ever done anything like that for her, not even her own father. She felt something for him that she had never felt for anyone before. Now, when she looked at him, her stomach fluttered, and her vision swirled. I’ll have to keep that in check, whatever it is, she noted. She knew the trek north wasn’t going to be easy, but with Nathan as her partner, she also knew that they would be all right.
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			The tans, oranges, and reds of the desert waste came into focus. Drake raised his head, noting that if he had landed in any other way, slightly to the left or the right, he would surely be dead. Though his chest felt like it had been crushed by a car compactor, he was alive. He rolled onto his back, choking down his pain. Even alone, the expression of pain was anathema to him. It was a sign of weakness, and weakness was a cancer.

			He forced himself to sit up and took a few deep breathes, flaring his nostrils. He was beyond angry. He was enraged. His moment of glory, of victory, had been snatched from him by that peasant country boy. To add insult to injury, he couldn’t explain it.

			The memory of the boy levitating in the air grated against the fabric of his reality. There had to be a logical explanation. Some sort of technology Kara had acquired? It would make sense. She was risking everything to protect something, but still … futuristic, superhuman, military tech? She had barely managed to secure the SAM batteries for Santa Fe.

			He shook his head and gave a deep, guttural yell as he pushed himself to his feet. The pain only made him more determined. Whatever that boy had used to defeat him, he would have it, and he wasn’t going to get results by sitting around thinking about what Kara might or might not be capable of. The fact of the matter was that it had happened, and he would unearth whatever secret was behind it.

			 He crouched down to fix his shoelaces and noticed something poking out of the rubble. It looked like leather. Getting it required him to shift some larger rocks, but he was finally rewarded for his effort, holding a leather-bound volume in his hand.

			His first instinct was to toss it. What possessed me to waste my energy on such a thing? However, he couldn’t seem to bring himself to leave it, and after a moment of staring at it blankly, he shoved it into his pack.

			He would evaluate it later, but he needed to move. He had no idea how long he had been unconscious, or how much of a lead Kara and that boy had on him. Despite his refusal to admit physical weakness, he knew this kind of heat would kill him if he didn’t find water and shade, and he had no intention of dying. He now had not just one, but two scores, and he intended to see them both settled.
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			Atsa looked out onto the golden landscape of the canyon and the expanse beyond. From his vantage point—through the eyes of an eagle—he could see for miles, but the expanse didn’t interest him at the moment. He’d seen two souls in peril. He sensed they were good and brave; it was a feeling less tangible than dreaming, more ethereal than reality. It was something in between, but steady and sure. He watched one of the figures fall to the ground and knew they didn’t have much longer.

			“Hasan!” he called. His son and his friends stepped up beside him. “There are souls that need saving. They are that way,” he said, pointing. “Down the canyon. Bring them back to us. I sense their presence is an important omen we cannot ignore.”

			He could sense Hasan’s cynicism, but Atsa was the leader of their tribe. He had seen them through many trying times, and he was to be respected. Still, his son always had something to say and was never content just to be or do. Always looking for the flaws, he was preoccupied with the imperfection of the world rather than its perfection, and it saddened Atsa that he had not been able to change Hasan’s perspective.

			“Father,” Hasan said, hesitating, searching for the words. “I will take my men and do as you ask, but our community cannot spare the water or the food for more mouths, much less the resources to bring these souls back from the brink of death. Why would we save them from the desert when we cannot provide for them?”

			Atsa sighed. “You must have faith. Bring them back to me and let me worry about the rest. If we make room for them in our hearts, so will our resources, with their abundance. Now go. I will not discuss it with you anymore. Be gentle with them. I sense they have had a long, trying journey.”

			He let his eagle sight go, returning to the ground on which he stood, and turned to his stone house on the cliff. He was old and tired and required rest so that he might aid in the healing of the pilgrims when they arrived. It would require much energy, much love, and much spirit, but deep in his heart of hearts, he knew that this was the right path for him and his clan. He felt the energy in the air and land around him spark with potential, and he knew that the pilgrims had brought with them something more than themselves. They carried within them the hope of a new start.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 15: 
A Summoning of Power

			The soldiers marched Ela down corridor after corridor, unaware they were aiding her, bringing her closer to her goal. She could sense the crystal, like a glowing ember. She could feel its heat. Maia appeared beside her.

			“You will not be able to pick it up. Call it to you.” Maia demonstrated a series of complex frequencies. They formed a song more intricate than any Ela had attempted so far. She noted the phrasing contained resonance for which she had no affinity. Maia sensed her apprehension. “You are more powerful than you know, Ela. You can do this. Are you ready?”

			Ela swallowed her doubt. “I am.” She knew she would only have one shot.

			She blended the first phrase of the song and sent it forth. The harmonies acted like echolocation. Ela realized she had been doing something similar, subconsciously, for close to thirty minutes. Even hooded, she could feel the contours of the space around her, but this song was slightly different. It was embedded with a key that was tuned to seek a very specific, natural frequency. Her song bounced back at her, creating a perfect fifth, and pinpointed the location of the Crystal of Tears. She saw and felt it. It was about ten feet from her on the floor under a large machine, a server of some kind. Its position suggested it had been flung across the floor. Ela focused on maintaining the seeker song and started to craft a second series of tones. They poured from her in an elegant cascade, and she felt a pull, like iron to a magnet. She strained to sustain both phrases while walking. She imagined her task was akin to shooting an arrow while mounted on a horse at a dead run and then somehow managing to hit the target, but it went beyond that. She was truly multitasking, a feat that psychology claimed was impossible for a human. Then again, she wasn’t entirely human. She was an Atlantide, a Singer.

			Her second phrase wrapped around the crystal, and she felt it levitate. She steered it with woody tones of air, carefully coaxing it out from underneath the machine. She strengthened her projection of the second phrase, dropped the bridge with the first, and seconds later the crystal flew into her hand. She closed her fist around it as she marched in cadence with the soldiers. Her forehead and the back of her neck were slick with sweat.

			Ela was nervous. “Did we pull it off? Did anyone notice?”

			Maia reassured her. “These soldiers aren’t that observant, and they can’t hear your song. Only another Atlantide can hear your song, but be prepared, Ela. You will have to bring your full concentration and power to bear for the singing you are about to do.” She could feel Maia’s calm, graceful presence emanating from the crystal. Maia transmitted a series of emotions to Ela, expressing more precisely than words ever could that Maia intended to guide her and teach her, and Ela knew that she would, in turn, teach others. This is my purpose.

			The soldiers brought her to a halt, and Ela sensed a dissonance, a foul presence. It made her shudder. Its dark malintent perfectly contrasted with Maia’s angelic light. “We will not have much time, Ela. You are going to have to do some very advanced singing to get us out of here. The creature in the next room, Dagon, must not be allowed to have me. If he gets a hold of the Crystal of Tears, he will bring about a reign of terror such as this earth has never known. He will have the full power of the Atlantides to rule not only this world, but every world. I will sing with you, but as I lack physical form, most of the work will fall to you. It will not be easy. You must execute the phrases and harmonies exactly as I show you. We are going to open a portal.”

			Ela nodded. Her heart was pounding, but she was glad she was not alone. She steeled herself for the task ahead, setting her jaw. I will not fail.

			They stopped marching, and her hood was removed. Ela had been a practicing psychiatrist long enough to know that she was in an observation room. Mahler was standing in front of a window that looked out onto an operating theater. He turned and smiled wickedly. He waved his hand, dismissing his men. His arrogance will be his downfall. The thought induced a strange sense of déjà vu.

			Ela looked past him into the white-walled operating room and nearly retched. Two men were torn to shreds, ripped limb from limb. A third, a horribly deformed human, lay on the floor. She could feel the erratic vibrations of his breathing and his heartbeat. He was barely alive. A fourth being, she didn’t know how else to think of it, shuddered and clawed at itself in a corner of the room. She composed a diagnostic phrase and sent it toward the creature, but when her song touched the thing, she recoiled. It was the source of the dissonance, an insatiable parasite feeding on its host.

			“That is Dagon. Leave him be. He is taking control of his new host, devouring the human’s consciousness. Right now, he is weak, but once he finishes consuming the host, he will not be. You must focus on the portal.”

			“Ela, welcome to your new home.” Ela had all but forgotten about Mahler. He seemed frail and weak. She could destroy him so easily. “You’ve been keeping things from me.” He wagged his finger condescendingly and clucked his tongue.

			Ela was done acting the part of the helpless captive. “You let this happen? Let these men be slaughtered?” she said through gritted teeth. A minute twitch of his eyebrow told her it wasn’t the response he was hoping for.

			“I warned you what would happen if you kept things from me, Ela, didn’t I? I thought I was more than fair with you.”

			“Actually,” she said, turning to him, “I have been more than fair with you. You don’t deserve my deference or my mercy.” Maia was showing her the complex frequencies she needed to string together, and she began to sing. She wove knots of air and steel resonance around Mahler, binding his arms and legs.

			“Sedate her!” he yelled. Soldiers raced into the room. Ela flicked out bands of dissonance, knocking them senseless. She turned back to Mahler, to finish him off, to rid the world of his pestilence, but Maia stopped her.

			“No! We do not have the time or the energy, and that is not the way. We do not murder in cold blood. You must focus your song as I direct you, or we are going to die here. Dagon is almost finished with the host. I can feel his power growing.”

			The monstrosity in the corner began to move, unfurling its limbs. It stood eight feet tall at its full height. Its legs were bent back on themselves, and its face was horrifically deformed. It turned and looked at her with glowing red eyes, then let out an ear-shattering howl. It prowled to the window and began to pound on it methodically, causing cracks to spider through the glass.

			“Focus, Ela!” Maia’s voice was strong and steady. “Only you can get us out of here.”

			Ela centered her mind and began to sing. There were so many tones, chords, and harmonies that they threatened to overwhelm her, but Maia guided her like a symphony conductor. Ela wasn’t just singing a song; she was an entire orchestra—strings, brass, woodwinds, drums. They radiated from her at different timbres, pitches, and force, but it was so much more than that. They began to combine in a single stream of resonance, like a rope of golden thread that glowed and shimmered as the melody took on a life of its own. She could see it, touch it, feel it, taste it. It told a story of the past and the future, of what was, and what would be.

			“Picture a place with which you have a strong connection, somewhere you feel safe,” Maia instructed her. “Hold it firm in your mind. You must not let it waver.”

			She knew exactly the place. She closed her eyes and visualized her childhood home. It was the safest place she had ever known, protected from all the horrors of the world. The mountains cradled it gently in a bosom of soft, green, rolling hills. She hadn’t seen it in many, many years. Her last visit had been long before the Rift. It had almost been as many years since she had allowed herself to yearn for it, but she could feel the energy of the land and people who lived there as if she had only just left its serene embrace.

			Tears welled in her eyes as she composed the last phrase in her song, sending it forth on ripples of space and time. Her crescendo flowed from her with masterful perfection. Its sound was truly unique, an expression of the energy of the place and her connection to it. As the final note fell, the room filled with golden light. Ela felt weightless, suspended within the fabric of reality.

			The air in front of her shimmered like light dancing on water. Holding the crystal tightly in her fist, she walked forward. After all of the loss, pain, and torture I have endured, after all of the suffering and wickedness I have witnessed, I am going home.
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			Mahler watched wide-eyed as the air in front of Ela liquified, undulating and rippling. I should have had the witch sedated. I underestimated her. I underestimated the power of the crystal. He would not make the same mistake again. Ela looked at him with a knowing, victorious twinkle in her eye before she stepped forward and vanished in a point of light.

			The moment she disappeared, the invisible force holding him, Ela’s witchcraft, unraveled, and his arms and legs came free. Enraged, he was reaching for his comm to call in more men, when movement caught the corner of his eye. The shatter-proof window separating the two rooms was shattered, and it was quiet. Too quiet. He tensed. Then, Dr. Yi, whatever remained of him, stepped in front of Mahler. For the first time in his life, Eric Mahler trembled. The beast stared him down, eyes filled with hatred and malice, and a low, rumbling growl issued from the depths of its putrid innards.

			Soldiers rushed into the room behind it. Mahler opened his mouth to give the command to shoot, but the monster spoke first. “If they shoot, you will die, but I will not. Tell them to hold their fire, Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler.” Its voice was deep and guttural, and it rattled his bones.

			Mahler motioned for the soldiers to lower their rifles. “What do you want, Dr. Yi?” he demanded.

			“I want what you foolishly let escape through that portal. I want the Crystal of Tears. Why was that witch not sedated as I was?”

			Eric was confused. “We … didn’t sedate you, Dr. Yi.”

			Bringing its face only inches from his, the monster looked deep into Mahler’s eyes. “I forget that humans lack imagination. Ottavio Aurilla and Zhoui Yi are vessels, nothing more. I am Dagon.”

			“How—?”

			The creature responded as if it could read his thoughts. “I will not be sharing any more information with you until we establish some rules. I will not be locked in one of your boxes, Mahler.” Its rancid breath forced Mahler to turn his head. “If you try to contain me again, you will be my next vessel. I would, however, prefer a less … messy solution to our problem.”

			Is this thing really trying to negotiate with me? “What do you propose?” Mahler said derisively.

			Dagon ignored his contempt and, much to Mahler’s relief, moved toward the window. “Help me secure a suitable host—a host meeting certain … genetic specifications—and whatever resources I require to track that witch down.” He pointed to the place where Ela had vanished. “And I will share with you what you want to know about the RCC72 gene. It could be . . . immensely beneficial to your war effort.”

			Mahler considered the proposal. He did not like being dictated to, and he didn’t doubt for a second that this creature wouldn’t hesitate to double-cross him. What choice do I have? I die here or accept the terms. The beast was outnumbered ten to one, but after witnessing the carnage in the lab and Ela’s vanishing trick, Mahler couldn’t be sure of anything. There was the possibility it was bluffing, but he wasn’t willing to gamble his life on it. He was in every way at a disadvantage. Until he knew more about its capabilities and weaknesses, he had to accept the terms. He could always find a way to dispose of the creature later, after he got what he wanted. But not if I’m dead or … a host. The thought made him shudder.

			He turned. The monster seemed to be—smiling at him. It was the most wretched, bone-chilling sight he had ever seen, but he suppressed his revulsion, pushing it deep into the pit of his stomach, and did what needed to be done. “All right … Dagon.” The words came out of him harshly, as if they were being pulled from him by force. “We have a deal, and while I will not attempt to confine you, you cannot go wandering around freely looking like … that.” He looked Dagon up and down.

			The beast nodded. “My appearance is a function of my host’s inability to genetically accommodate me. Let’s discuss my new host. In doing so, you will gain information about this gene you are so eager to know about—and a much more efficient means to identify it.”

			Mahler forced a smile. It felt absurd being polite to this monster, but it was safer to err on the side of formality. He didn’t want to piss him off. “Shall we adjourn to a more suitable location?”

			Dagon’s horrific grin grew even wider and sent chills up his spine. “Lead the way, Agent.”

			Mahler wasn’t happy about it, but it seemed that, for the time being, he had a partner.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 16: 
Inoculation

			Kyle Anders, governor of Colorado and chair of the governing council of the Coalition, sat at his desk looking out over Old D Town, as the kids were calling it. Soon, his administration and the seat of power for the Coalition would move to New Boulder. That is, if he managed to turn the tide of the war against the United States, President Ryan, and his minions. His lip curled at the thought of President Ryan. The man was despicable.

			The East was beginning a massive offensive at Rocky Ford, the Coalition’s easternmost garrison. It wasn’t good. The Feds, those lazy, overwatered, overfed bunnies, were entrenched, waiting for reinforcements. All the intel pointed to a strike at the heart of the Coalition’s military operation, Colorado Springs. Why now?

			Dammit, Kara, we need that key! Where are you? He slammed his palm down on his desk. Wherever she was, they couldn’t wait for her any longer. Kyle had been holding the Coalition’s main forces back in the hope that he could impose a nuclear détente. Had he chosen to advance his forces sooner, they would have routed the bunnies and prevented them from digging in, but as Helena liked to remind him, he was not a seer.

			Had Kara met some ill fate? His concern extended beyond the burden of his responsibilities to his people, but he couldn’t let personal feelings cloud his judgment now, not when everything was hanging in the balance.

			“Helena!” His executive assistant appeared in the doorway, nose scrunched. She hated it when he shouted, but he didn’t have time for niceties. “I need you to get me General Nordstern right away.” He knew she could tell by his tone that he wasn’t in the mood for a lecture on manners. She vanished as quickly as she had appeared. Helena drove him crazy, but he also didn’t know what he would do without her. He might be the grand strategist, but she was the grease that kept the gears turning.

			General Henry Nordstern appeared in his office a few minutes later. “I was on my way over here when you called for me, Governor. I just received the intel on Rocky Ford. It’s not good.” The general was never one to mince words.

			 “Not good at all, General,” Kyle said, pulling out a large map of the region. He used his forearm to push everything else off of his desk. It all went crashing to the floor. Helena would assuredly give him an earful about the mess later, but he didn’t have time to be neat.

			“There are ten thousand new bunnies on the eastern front, almost a one-to-one match for our own Coalition forces in Colorado Springs. Those odds are not acceptable. Where are the Feds getting the troops? Our intel last week said they were overextended on several fronts.”

			Nordstern shook his head. “My guess is, they pulled the garrison from Albuquerque and redirected troops from the front in Sundance, Wyoming. I’ve sent scouts to confirm.” He bit his bottom lip. “Fifty-fifty odds if they attack Colorado Springs. Not good for them, but catastrophic for us. Colorado Springs is the backbone of the Coalition, and they know it. They break us here, it’s only a matter of time before Washington holds the West again. It’ll be messy, but a win is a win.” The general rubbed his forehead. “I know how you feel about this, but …”

			Kyle cut in, knowing exactly what he was going to say. “No draft, General. We will call on the people to volunteer. It’s why they trust us to lead. We break that trust—we might as well surrender now.” Kyle sighed. “I want you to put together a team, a group of your most able men and women. Kara must be in trouble, or she would already be here. She can’t come to us. We’re going to go get her.”

			Nordstern looked at him, exasperated. “Sir, she could be anywhere in a five-hundred-mile radius!” He tapped on Santa Fe to make his point.

			“No … not anywhere,” Kyle said, pushing the general’s hand out of the way. He traced Highway 84 north with his pointer finger. “According to our intel, the bunnies blockaded the roads north and south of Santa Fe. We assumed Kara departed before they were able to put those in place, but what if she didn’t? She would have been forced west. I bet Kara is somewhere in a one-hundred-mile radius of here.” He pointed at Durango.

			Nordstern bent over and examined the map. “It’s what I would do, but you’re making a lot of assumptions, Kyle. A hundred different things might have happened to Kara, and even if she is where you think she is, she’s still a needle in a haystack. Even if the bunnies didn’t get her, she was headed straight into an uninhabited wasteland. How do we know she survived that?”

			“She’s alive, Henry.” He looked intensely at his old friend. I know she’s out there. “Send a chopper and five of your best men and women down to Durango. Let’s see if the locals know anything we don’t, and we’ll do flyovers.”

			Nordstern shook his head. “You want to pull one of our few air support vehicles from the front? Kyle, you’re letting your personal feelings cloud …”

			“Dammit, Henry!” He slammed his fist on the desk. “You know me better than that. Kara is our best shot at deterring the Feds, and you know that too.” He threw up his hands and walked to the French windows looking out at the old state supreme court building. “It’s a gamble either way, but if mine pays off, we have a nuclear detente, a cold war instead of a hot one.”

			Henry walked over and put a hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “I’ll see it done, Kyle.” He turned on his heel with a military snap and laughed as he walked away. “In the meantime, can you get some rest and take a shower so you don’t look like complete hell when you call for more volunteers? We’re trying to recruit them, not scare them off.”

			Kyle laughed along with him. It felt good to laugh. It was a reminder of what they were fighting for.

			 [image: ]

			Xavier Tan woke from the strangest dream. A woman dressed in white stood in a field of green and held out her hand, calling to him. “Xavier, wake up.” Her voice was sweet, but at the same time it was firm and compelling, and although he had never seen the woman, it felt like he knew her, like she was somehow … family.

			He sat up and rubbed his forehead. It wasn’t unusual for him to have vivid dreams, but every once in a while, he had one of those dreams that seemed to shake reality, like another dimension was knocking on his door. But why do I feel like I have a hangover?

			“Xavier … Xavier!” His mother’s voice seemed to be specifically weaponized to exacerbate the pain in his head. It felt like a hot iron jabbing into the center of his brain. “You’re going to be late for the assembly!”

			“What assembly, Mom? I need to get to the job site. What are you talking about?” He tried to blink the spots in his vision away. Is this a migraine?

			She poked her head through his bedroom door. “Well, even if you were going to work, you’d be late for that too.” She raised an eyebrow at him. He hated when she did that.

			“The governor, God bless him, has called an assembly at Civic Center Park. Every able-bodied man and woman between the ages of eighteen and thirty are to report there in”—she looked at her watch—“thirty minutes, which means you should be leaving now. Up!” She didn’t wait for him to respond and disappeared down the hall of their small apartment.

			He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. He loved his mom, but she was such a … he searched for the word. Micromanager. That’s the perfect word. After a few minutes of meditative breathing, the throbbing began to recede.

			He rolled out of bed and made his way to the bathroom. He wetted his hair, pushing it to the side so he didn’t look like a total wreck. He washed his face and brushed his teeth. He wouldn’t need his work pack or clothes. The foremen always gave the workers a pass for special assemblies, so he put on something casually nice and sauntered toward the door.

			“No breakfast?” his mother, Fey, asked as he reached the front door. She was giving him one of her playful looks. He winced. The sound of her voice was agonizing, ringing in his skull. His knees buckled, and his vision blurred. He thrust out a hand to steady himself on the wall, but the pain passed nearly as quickly as it began. His mom gave him one of her very concerned looks, one of those looks that said, “I’m going to lock you in your room.”

			“You OK?” she asked tersely.

			“Fine! I’m fine, Mom.” He waved her off. “I got a little dizzy. That’s all. I’ll drink some water on the way.” He shook his canteen at her. “You’re the one who pointed out how late I am.” He rushed out the door, not waiting for her to protest. Headache or not, he wasn’t going to be stuck in the apartment with his mom on a day like this.

			It was a beautiful spring day, even if it was a little on the warm side. He took a deep breath and began walking down Colfax Avenue toward Civic Center Park. Old D Town had its charm, but New Boulder was awesome, other-worldly. Old D Town wasn’t going anywhere, but it was crowded, inefficient, and unsustainable.

			The governor had commissioned New Boulder—a city housed in a single superstructure surrounding North Table Mountain—six years ago, much to the dismay of the Jefferson County polity. Nestled in the foothills, the eco-friendly construction project was and engineering marvel, an awesome blend of technology and nature. Its slanted glass windows and solar panels made the hills shimmer like gems. The new metropolis, built on North Table Mountain, would accommodate research, commerce, government, and sustainable industry, as well as a fair number of living spaces. Many parts of it were nearing completion. Xavier hoped that one day soon they would receive an invitation to move there.

			The streets were growing crowded as the good citizens of ODT converged on Civic Center Park; Xavier smiled and nodded at some of his fellow workers.

			“Hey there, Xavier. How you doing, man?” He recognized the voice of his friend, Gabriel, who proceeded to gift him with a hard slap on the back. As soon as Gabriel’s hand made contact, the ringing returned, and his head started to spin.

			“You OK, Tan?” Gabriel bent around, looking him in the eyes, annoyingly inches from his face. Then again, as quickly as it arrived, the head-splitting sensation ceased.

			“Uh … yeah, man. Sorry. I’m a little hungover,” he lied, pushing Gabriel away.

			“Aw, The Man Tan. Been gettin’ rowdy on a work night. Ha ha!” Gabriel chucked him on the shoulder, and Xavier punched him back. They laughed.

			“We’re running late, Gabe. Quit horsing around.” Xavier waved his arm over his head in a large arc, and they pushed their way through the masses. It was too late to get a spot with a good view of the governor. He and Gabriel shouldered their way up to the supreme court colonnades, standing on their tiptoes and craning their necks, but it was no use. They would just have to listen.

			 Sudden pain radiated through Xavier like wildfire. It seemed to penetrate every muscle, joint, bone, and hair. His body seized, and he fell backward. White, blinding light crept in the sides of his vision until it consumed the world around him. It was all he could see, and all he could feel, searing through him as if the sun itself flowed through his veins. The same voice from his dreams echoed in his head. “Xavier, wake up. It is time to wake up.”
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			“Is it ready?” Kyle asked.

			 “Of course it’s ready. Have I ever missed a deadline?” she said sharply, handing him the speech.

			“And the security detail?”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Are we really going to stand around all day playing twenty questions? You’re going to be late to your own rally.”

			Kyle looked out the window. Civic Center Park was already packed, but more people were managing to skirt in around the edges. He had been in politics for more than twenty years and given countless speeches. Why do I feel like it’s my first time? He felt lightheaded.

			“Governor, you need to get your ass in gear.” Kyle smiled at Helena. She was obnoxious, but she kept him on task.

			“Yes, ma’am!” Her eyes narrowed at his obvious sarcasm, but he didn’t give her a chance to have the last word and walked out of the office.

			Several minutes later, he made his way onto a makeshift platform that looked out over the whole plaza. He tapped the mic, and everything but the speech faded away.

			“Good morning, Coloradans!” The crowd went wild. He laughed. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” He held up his hands for quiet, and the people settled down, listening intently.

			“We’ve come a long way over these last seven years, since those lazy, corrupt bureaucrats in Washington tried to force us into submission, taking our valuable resources and leaving us with nothing but a wasteland.” There was another brief cheer, and he paused for it to die down. “We’ve worked hard to rebuild our economy and industry in a sustainable way, in a way that supports our needs but nurtures the earth as she nurtures us!” Kyle held up his hand preventing another cheer.

			“You, the people, have stepped up over and over, to show everyone, the whole world and those tyrants in the East, what we stand for. We care about our children and our children’s children. We care about what resources we use and how we use them. Most of all, we care about one another.” Another cheer rippled through the assembly.

			Kyle’s face grew serious. “I’m going to have to ask you to step up again.” A quiet fell over the plaza. “Those wasteful, good-for-nothing bunnies are at our doorstep. They mean to take us out for good. I hate that I have to ask you to put your lives on the line, but we haven’t come this far to give up. The Federal Guard is digging in at Rocky Ford, and we need to drive them back before they can resupply and gather reinforcements.” Kyle looked down at his speech. “I’m calling on men and women from ages eighteen to forty to …”

			A great sonic boom ripped through the air, drowning out his words. There were shouts of surprise and then terror. Kyle watched in shock as hundreds, maybe thousands of people, his people, collapsed.

			His personal detail rushed in, surrounding him. “Sir,” one of his guards said firmly, “we need to get you out of here. Now!”

			Kyle swallowed and nodded, letting his security team march him away, as his mind frantically churned. Rocky Ford is a distraction. The East is attacking us here, now.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 17: 
Water and Wind

			Becca swayed as the helicopter lifted into the air. She wasn’t happy about the assignment. She wanted to be on the front lines, not chasing ghosts in the desert. The odds of success for their mission were—incalculable. The general had sent them off without much more than hope and a slap on the ass.

			She quashed her doubts. If General Nordstern said this was important, then she and her boys would complete the mission. She knew of Kara Svalynn. She was one of the major players in the Coalition, and Becca respected her almost as much as she respected the general and the governor. But I want to fight bunnies.

			“You’ll get your chance, Sergeant Clay,” the general said in his cowboy drawl when he saw the disappointed look on her face. “Right now, I need you to see this through. Whether it seems like it or not, you get this done—we win. Wish I could tell you more, Sergeant, but the details are need-to-know.”

			That and a few pieces of paper with some vague postulations about Svalynn’s whereabouts were all she was given. It was a search and rescue. The mission was simple enough, but finding a person in hundreds of square miles of wilderness wouldn’t be easy.

			The flight from Denver to Durango would take less than an hour, but they weren’t taking a direct path. The plan was to first approach Durango from the south. It would give them an idea of what they were up against. She pointed at her eyes with two fingers and then at the two doors of the military helicopter as they crossed into northern New Mexican airspace. Dan, Jake, Rico and Faarad nodded one after the other. Her boys were the best of the best, and she knew she could count on them.

			Becca stood at the center of the cockpit, holding one of the straps and looking through her binoculars. Her boys positioned themselves at each of the openings. She expected to see endless desert, canyons, and red rock baking in the sun, but what she saw shook her to her core. She pulled the binoculars away from her face and looked at her boys. Without saying a word, she knew they were seeing what she was seeing. She wasn’t imagining it.

			The earth was sunken. Concentric rings radiated out from a single point. Becca had seen pictures of destruction like this … from White Sands. Adrenaline pumped through her veins. Are we dead already?

			“Jake,” she yelled into her headset, “get the Geiger counter!” He pulled the device from one of the packs and switched it on. Time slowed, and the deafening sound of the chopper blades became a whisper. She dared not breathe. All eyes were on Jake as he waited for the needle to settle.

			“All clear!” Jake yelled, thrusting a thumbs up at her.

			Becca flared her nostrils, sucking the hot, dry air deep into her lungs and nodded. “Take us to Durango,” she commanded the pilot. She was not going to risk the lives of her team until they had a better idea of what they were dealing with. Was there really any chance Governor Svalynn had survived?

			Something of this magnitude, whatever it was, would not go unnoticed, even in a drunken cesspool like Durango. It looked like it had shaken the very foundations of the earth. Their mission was now more than a mere search and rescue. Whatever had happened to Governor Svalynn, there was something else at play here, and she intended to get some answers. The security of the Coalition depended on it.
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			I’ve died and gone to heaven. Cool air caressed Kara’s cheek. She felt … moisture in her mouth. She turned her head, and a painful jolt ran up her spine, settling in a blaze of fire at the base of her neck. Spots danced in her vision. Nope! This isn’t heaven.

			She was on a cot in some kind of stone structure. Somehow, it seemed familiar. The light streamed through narrow windows and cast beautiful shades of orange, yellow, and red. She smelled burning sage and piñon. The scents relaxed her. This is a safe place.

			The last thing she remembered was losing her hold on Ash. Her hands slipped on the makeshift gurney she had cobbled together from the packs of Drake’s dead soldiers at the bottom of the canyon. Kara and Ash crashed to the ground. How she had managed to carry him so far, she didn’t know. Even in her younger years, it would have been a feat. She labored through the night, but when morning came, the last of her strength evaporated, boiled off by the heat, and she was certain they would die.

			Where is Ash? The thought made her heart flutter, and she tried to push herself up, but the pain in her neck forced her down. A few seconds later, a dark, weathered old man shuffled into the stone house. “I am sorry I was not here when you woke. I was tending to your friend.” The old man smiled at her and came to her bedside. “You exerted quite the effort carrying your young friend. I am glad to see you awake, but you still need rest.”

			“Ash—” she said. “Is he—?” She couldn’t finish her sentence.

			He looked at her with kind eyes and placed a hand on her arm. “Yes, lady. He is alive.” The old man’s voice wavered slightly when he said “alive.” Kara sensed there was more than he was letting on.

			“Where is he? Where am I? Who are you?” The questions came running out of her in a single stream of uninterrupted syllables.

			“One thing at a time. First, let me help you sit up.” He supported her back and helped her lift herself. It was painful, but she was grateful. His touch was gentle, reassuring, and firm. Only after he ensured she was comfortable did he pull up a small wooden stool to sit in front of her.

			“Movement will be good for you. You have been dreaming for many hours, and the muscles stiffen when they are not used. Slow movement, though.” He gave her a stern look that made her feel like a child again, but not in a condescending way; it was in a warm, safe way, as if he would be there to nurture and protect her.

			“Your friend is very close, in one of the other houses, and we can go to him shortly, but I want you to be prepared. He is in a bad way.” He paused, waiting for the words to sink in, and Kara opened her mouth to speak, but he held up his hand. “Let me finish answering your questions.”

			“You are among the last of the Navajo people, that I know of, and I do have the means to see far and wide.” Kara had no idea what that meant. “We inhabit the homes of our ancestors, the cliff dwellers. Fitting that we should come back to this beautiful place to wait for the rains. These structures are older than my people, yet they still provide us a cool place to rest, a high place from which to protect ourselves, and above all else, a connection to the spirits.” She knew why this place seemed so familiar. Kara knew exactly where she was: Mesa Verde. The man smiled as if he knew what she was thinking.

			This gentle man had saved her life and taken her in, and all she had done was blurt out a bunch of questions. She felt ashamed. “I am so sorry, sir. I have been very rude. I have not even introduced myself.”

			The old man held up his hand again. “You have not been rude, lady. You have been human. You have had a very long journey, you have woken in a strange place, and your concern for your friend is evident. Rest assured you are safe here with my people. I am Atsa. You are Kara?”

			Her eyes went wide. “How do you … know my name?”

			The old man saw the look on her face and laughed a deep, dry laugh that reminded her of wood crackling on a fire. “The boy kept saying it in his fever dreams. I could only assume he was speaking of you.” His face grew somber. “I am sorry, Kara, but your young friend is not well. I am not sure that he will come back to us from the spirit world. We have given him medicine, we have chanted over him, and we have performed the scared ceremonies, but his time is running out. He must make a choice, and it is a choice only he can make. We have prepared a final ceremony, and I believe your presence will be a strong beacon. You have a strong will and a strong spirit, and it seems the young man has a connection to you.”

			Kara nodded, and a tear trickled down her cheek. It came as a shock. She so rarely expressed any emotion other than the courage and hope her people so desperately needed from her. But she felt so safe here that she allowed herself to feel what she needed to feel. She allowed herself to be swept away by her emotion, and Atsa placed an arm around her shoulder.

			“You have endured much, lady Kara. It is OK to feel. Come, let us go to your friend. The presence of a loved one is a powerful thing and may help him find his way back from the brink.”

			Kara took his hand. He helped her stand. Despite Atsa’s frail, weathered appearance, he was surprisingly strong, but Kara had a feeling that his strength came from something other than his physique. It was a strength born of spirit, and it dawned on her that that same strength of spirit was precisely what had allowed her to carry Ash.
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			Ash sat on a smooth rock gazing out onto the valley. How did I come to be here? He pushed the thought away. Does it matter? It’s so peaceful here. He didn’t have to be anywhere or do anything. He didn’t have to worry or think. He could just be present and experience his beautiful surroundings.

			He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath of the fresh, late spring air. It was laced with fine scents of pine, wildflower, and green grass. Birds chirped, and squirrels chattered. It’s all so … alive! He slid off the rock onto the grass and leaned back, staring up at the deep blue sky. It never ceased to amaze him how big it seemed. I could sit here forever, watching fluffy white clouds float by. Letting the enormity of the world steal his imagination, he let himself drift like the clouds, blissfully serene.

			“Nothing lasts forever,” said a man’s voice in answer to his thought.

			Annoyed at the interruption, Ash propped himself on his elbows. “Who said that?” Suddenly an old, weathered man appeared, sitting on his rock. “Go away,” said Ash, shooing him. “You’re sitting on my rock.”

			The old man smiled. “Your rock? Did you make it?”

			“What a silly question. Of course I didn’t make it,” he snapped back.

			“Then how is it yours?”

			He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Obviously I do not own the rock, sir, but I am occupying this area, and I want to be left alone.” He paused and then added, “Please.”

			“The funny thing is, you did make the rock.” The old man laughed and then looked at him thoughtfully. “Another is coming, Atlantide. Heed him.”

			What nonsense is this old man babbling at me? Ash returned his gaze to the sky, and when he looked back a few seconds later, the man had vanished.

			How odd. He didn’t want to let anything ruin this fine day. He shrugged it off, lying back down in the grass. His thoughts began to drift again, floating along with the clouds. Warm sunshine caressed his skin. It is truly the perfect day.

			The ground trembled, shaking him from his reverie. He bolted upright. The sky grew dark, and a cold breeze made him shiver. Cold. He wasn’t accustomed to being cold. The world I know is so …

			“Hot.” The voice came from behind him, finishing his thought. He recognized it. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood a few feet away from him.

			“Javier!” he said, surprised. “What are you doing … out here?” A dull pain blossomed in his forehead. The ground shook again. Ash almost lost his balance, but Javier grabbed his shoulder with one of his large, strong hands and steadied him.

			“Better question, kid, is what are you doing here?” More clouds gathered, further darkening the sky, and the tremors grew more frequent and ferocious.

			“I’m enjoying the day… . At least, I was. Are we in danger?”

			“You are in danger. You are not supposed to be here.”

			“I live here!” Ash said, exasperated.

			“This place you’ve created is a reflection of home as you wish to remember it.” Javier said with a sigh. “You do not want to remember it as it is. I understand that, but as powerful as you are, you cannot simply will reality to be something other than it is. Real change takes work, patience, effort …”

			“You’re making no more sense than the old man who appeared earlier …”

			“Ash, you are a powerful person, and I don’t just mean that you are smart and kind. You have true power.”

			“True power?”

			“Did you ever stop to wonder why Somna’s well never dried up? That was you, kid.” Ash didn’t understand. His brow furrowed, but Javier continued. “You need to remember what happened to me, to Somna. You must accept the reality you live in. It is the only way back. You do not have much time,” Javier said. “This world will collapse in on itself and take you with it.” The wind was ice-cold now. “Focus on the cold, Ash. Do you ever remember feeling this cold?”

			Cold. No, I do not remember cold.

			“Remember the heat, Ash.” Images of a cracked, parched ground—a dusty, rust-colored landscape—flickered in and out of his mind.

			“That’s it, Ash,” Javier encouraged him.

			His heart clenched. “I … I … don’t think I want to remember.” The ground shook so violently that it threw them both to the ground.

			“You have to!” Javier shouted over the din. “Don’t let what you have lost prevent you from having love and light, and don’t rob the world of your talent, bravery, and kindness. You still have so much to see and do. Your destiny is not to end with this place, Ash. Let it go.”

			Ash took a deep breath, and Javier reached out and touched his heart. “I will always be here, but you must let go, Ash. All the anger, all the hurt, and all the pain. You must release it from your heart and your mind. You can’t hold it all inside or you will implode, like this reality you’ve created for yourself. Emotion is energy, and energy needs to flow. It has to have a purpose. It has to live. So, move, go, live, and be alive. Don’t throw your life away trying to escape from your pain. We all face loss, and we all grieve, but you still have so much to learn and love to give.”

			The old man reappeared on his sitting rock, and behind him he saw the shadow of a woman. She was ethereal, ghostly, but there was no mistaking her. It was Kara. His memories came flooding back—the memories of Javier dying on the hard, cracked ground and the facility where he learned of Somna’s secrets and the truth of his existence. He remembered Somna’s bloody, beaten body and the rage and pain—how he had channeled it and destroyed her murderers. Ash let out an unearthly howl, and the fabric of his ersatz reality trembled.

			Javier hugged him. “Go, Ash. The Eagle is your guide, and the Protector is your beacon. They are your tethers. You must follow them back to your true reality. They need you, as you need them. The world needs you.”

			Ash knew he was right, but he couldn’t bear the thought of losing his friend again. “I can’t leave you!” he screamed.

			“I will never really be gone.” Javier smiled at him. “I have to go now too, my friend.” His form began to fade. “Remember, your emotions, your energy, must have somewhere to go, Ash. Let them go.”

			The earthquakes were so intense that it seemed as if the whole world was coming undone, but the old man and Kara’s ghostly image beckoned to him. He pushed himself to his feet and stumbled toward them. When he reached the rock, he looked up at the old man. “Now what?” he shouted over the thunder and the rumbling of the earth.

			The leathery, dark-skinned man gave him a wrinkled smile, eyes twinkling as if he knew something Ash did not. “Are you ready?”

			Ash nodded. The old man held out his hand. Ash hesitated, looking over his shoulder for Javier, but he was gone, as if swept away by the raging wind. Tears streamed down his face, but somewhere deep in his heart he knew he would see his friend again. Sometime, somewhere, somehow, their paths would cross. The ground behind him fell away into a crevasse of glowing, molten rock, and he made his choice.
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			The people had been working over him all night. They said their vigilance through the dark would help him find his way back to them in the light, if that is what he chose to do. Sandpaintings had been placed around him in the large tent. Boughs and reeds had been placed over his body, and the scent of sage filled the air.

			Kara was beyond weary. The only thing that mattered was the chant. It focused her mind and her energy on Ash. Atsa told her to rest when she needed to rest, that once he started the ceremony, he would not be able to look after her. But the chant buoyed her, and its purpose reinforced her. Atsa said her strength of spirit would be a guiding beacon for him. If it was the only thing within her power to do to help Ash, it was what she would do.

			Atsa was in a state of deep concentration. Streams of sweat ran down his forehead and neck. The people chanted around him, and Kara chanted too.

			The Traveler is lost in a place out of place.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			The dry wind blows, obscuring the path.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			The cedar is the tether from this world to that.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			The smoke cleanses his body for his return.

			May our song be the beacon

			May our song be the beacon

			The holy paintings illuminate the way.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			We chant for his spirit, his mind to come home.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			They had been chanting for hours. The words came from her effortlessly, but they no longer sounded like words. The chant danced with the firelight, slowly changing over time. It sounded like a hummingbird, then like a brook. It sounded like wind rustling aspen leaves and like the fire that crackled and danced in her eyes.

			Atsa began to tremble and for the first time in many hours he moved. He extended a hand.

			We chant for his spirit, his mind to come home.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			The air in front of Atsa shimmered, and she felt something, the thing she had been waiting for. Ash. Slowly but surely, an ethereal shadow appeared in the middle of the tent, and the chanting began to crescendo. The figure took form.

			Atsa stood and led the spirit over to the body on the pallet in the middle of the tent and gestured to it. “Are you ready?” Atsa asked. The shadow seemed to hesitate. Kara stopped chanting. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. She didn’t know how she knew, but she knew that this was the moment of Ash’s decision, whether he would choose to come back to them. She wanted to shout out to him to tell him to come back, but she knew that he wouldn’t hear her. The choice was his and his alone.

			Atsa’s words echoed in her mind. Your spirit will be a beacon for him. She centered her mind and her energy. She centered it in the middle of her chest and sent it out to Ash’s astral form. She sent all her love and joy and happiness to him. It was the only thing she could think to do. If she couldn’t speak to him with words, she would speak to him with her spirit. Atsa looked over at her and smiled.

			The Traveler is lost in a place out of place.

			May our song be the beacon.

			May our song be the beacon.

			

			The people kept chanting. They were suspended in a place between worlds, and Kara said a silent prayer of her own. After what seemed an eternity, Ash’s spirit moved toward his earthly body. Relief washed over her as they merged. A deep rumbling split the night, and the air crackled, electrified. Ash sat straight up, gasping for air. The chanting stopped.
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			Ash felt his body and spirit join. He sensed the people around him, he sensed Kara’s presence and the presence of the Eagle. Pure energy sparked around him. It has to go somewhere. The words echoed in his mind. He felt his grief, like a living parasite attached to his heart, and he knew what he had to do.

			He pushed the boughs and reeds from his naked body and stood. He walked out of the ceremonial tent, through the maze of stone houses, and the people followed him. No one said a word. He reached the edge of the cliff and held his hand out, stopping the people. He motioned for them to stand back, and they made a wide semicircle around him. They began to chant again, dancing back and forth.

			Lightning ripped the sky, illuminating the cliff, and dark clouds gathered overhead. Ash now knew what Javier meant by true power. He felt it flowing through his veins. He held his arms outstretched and began to chant and dance with the people. He knew their song like he knew the song of the sky, the song of the earth, the song of the air, and the song of the rock. He felt it vibrate through him, and he released his burden. He sent it all into the heavens and felt the weight of his grief lift from him.

			Memories of his early childhood came flooding back. He remembered his time at the facility. He remembered the tests and Somna as she was then. He remembered the pain and the loss, the loss of Javier, the loss of Somna, his anger, his rage at what had been done to him, and all the lies. He let it all pass through him, and he sent it into the sky.

			White bolts of lightning touched his fingertips. He held the power of Zeus in his hands, and he continued to chant, continued to dance. His song flowed through him. He was the conduit through which all vibrations flowed, and the earth danced and sang with him and with the people. The coyotes howled, the rattlers rattled, and the eagles cried. Thunder shook the air, and the earth trembled, adding their voices to the chorus. A drop of water fell from the sky, then two. The people began to whoop and cheer. Cool air whipped through his hair, and the heavens opened up; for the first time in decades, it rained.

			Blessed, life-giving water came down in sheets, drenching the parched land and its people, and the people danced, and laughed, and cried. They shouted for joy. Women ran to the houses and grabbed pots to hold the water. Children played in it, splashing and chasing one another. They reveled in it, letting it wash over them, and it rejuvenated and renewed them. The happiness and excitement were palpable and they brought tears to Ash’s eyes. So many tears over these many, many years had been born of misery, sorrow, and loss. It was time for new tears with new purpose, like the rain that graced them now.

			His pain wasn’t entirely gone. He wasn’t sure it ever would be, but he renounced his subservience to it. He knew there would be more grief and more loss, but it was part of the cycle, and joy and happiness would spring forth from it like new growth after a forest fire, nourished by the ash.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 18: 
Invisible Target

			“Why,” Dagon said, seething, “am I still waiting for a proper host, Agent?” Mahler wasn’t accustomed to such treatment. Even the president accorded him the respect he was due. If this is the price I must pay, so be it. I won’t have to play this game much longer.

			“We are working on it, Dagon. Rest assured, we are working on it, but if we had more information, more data, it might make things …”

			“I am not going to hand you the keys to the kingdom without something in return. I have already given you more than I should. Don’t test my patience,” the beast growled at him.

			“We are working as fast as …”

			Dagon interrupted him again. “I hear your offensive at Rocky Ford is stalling.”

			The comment took Mahler off guard. How the hell did he, it, know anything about that? He masked his face. “That is none of your concern.” Mahler kept his voice steady and even.

			Dagon flashed him a hideous smile. “With a proper host, I could turn the tide of the war.”

			“How?” Mahler demanded.

			“You know enough to connect the dots.” Dagon looked down at his malformed, misshapen hands. It was clear the beast wasn’t giving Mahler any more information until it had what it wanted. “It’s also why you are stalling … like your war effort.”

			“I’m not …”

			“Shh, shh, shh.” Dagon wagged a crooked finger at him. “You are, and if the next time we have a conversation, you have no host for me, you, Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler, will host me. Get out of my sight,” the monster spat at him.

			Eric turned on his heel and glided out of the room. He wasn’t going to let that creature get a rise out of him, but he didn’t know how Dagon knew the things he knew. It was keeping him off balance. Can the creature read minds? Mahler had a growing suspicion that was exactly how Dagon knew what he knew. After Ela had teleported out from under his nose, it didn’t seem that far-fetched.

			Mahler was stalling. Dagon seemed to be somewhat limited by the capabilities of his host, but if Mahler gave it what it wanted, and Dagon was truly psychic, he feared the monster’s power would grow beyond his control. On the other hand, Mahler wanted the information Dagon possessed, and the only way he could see to get those answers was to capitulate.

			 After consulting with his scientists, he had devised a rather ingenious plan, even by his own high standards. He would give Dagon a host meeting its genetic specifications, but a preadolescent host. According to his scientists, a preadolescent host would be weaker, easier to control, and subdue, if necessary.

			He would get the information he needed while keeping Dagon firmly under his thumb. His alliance with the beast was tenuous, held together by mutually assured destruction. If history was any teacher, relationships forged out of necessity tended to end the moment one or both parties got what they wanted. He hoped his plan would give him the time he needed to develop his own super soldier, but why stop there? If Ela and Dagon were any indication, the sky was the limit.

			In the meantime, he needed to take countermeasures, not only for the likes of Dagon and Ela Argenta. Others carried the RCC72 gene, and they were, as Dagon termed it, “activating.” The beast still hadn’t bothered to clarify what that meant, but Mahler knew it wasn’t good. They couldn’t have a bunch of superpowered humans running around. It would undo everything he had been working for over the last seven years. With Dagon’s help, his scientists had developed a quick and efficient way to identify them. Mahler’s men were in the process of tracking down and subduing anyone with the gene.

			It’s still not enough. There is still the problem of Ela Argenta and all the potential carriers in the West. She always seemed to find a way to creep into his thoughts. She had a way of getting under his skin, and aside from the obvious threat she posed, he was itching to get his hands on her. She had bested him, and that wasn’t something many people had accomplished and lived to tell the tale. It was almost worse that she could have killed him but had let him live. You should not have let me live, Ela.

			 He found himself standing in front of the door to the lab. Lost in his own thoughts, his feet had carried him where he needed to go. He punched in his access code, and the door opened. His new chief scientist, Dr. Petrovski, turned and smiled as he entered the room. “I think we found what you’re looking for, sir.”

			It’s about time I got some good news.
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			Marissa was always a cautious girl, and rightfully so. Everyone she had ever loved had either betrayed her, abandoned her, or had been taken away from her. She had been separated from her parents when she was only two. She still remembered her mother’s face as she was wrenched from her arms by border patrol. She still remembered the terror and the pain as if it were yesterday.

			Throughout the years, she was passed from foster home to foster home. If she wasn’t being ignored, she was usually being roughed up or berated. She didn’t trust people. Trust always led to more pain, pain that could be avoided. As for the unavoidable pain, Marissa learned to deal with that. She stuffed it down, locked it in a vault at the back of her mind, and threw away the key. She had to if she was going to survive in a world where the deck was stacked against her.

			To be clear, her outlook on the world wasn’t bleak. Marissa had started her life at rock bottom, but over the years her situation had improved. She simply knew from experience that those improvements were due to her efforts. She wasn’t afraid to stand up for herself, but she was smart enough to run and hide when she needed to.

			If she was abused, she called the social worker. If she was underfed, she found out where her foster parents hid their emergency cash. Staying in a bad situation only made things worse. If she felt unsafe, she found a way to move. There was value in being careful and patient. She always thought things through and weighed the potential risks against the possible benefits.

			Presently, Marissa felt more at peace than she ever had. She lived with a decent foster family that showed her a warm indifference. They never laid a hand on her or said anything inappropriate. They barely seemed to notice she was there at all, but they fed her, clothed her, and gave her a bed. She was invisible, and that’s just the way she liked it.

			She looked at the clock, then at the paper on her desk. She had answered half of the questions on the test. Another thirty minutes remained until finals were over. She knew all of the answers but didn’t like to flaunt her intelligence. She always took her time and purposefully answered some of the questions incorrectly.

			Straight A students received a lot of attention from the white people that she’d rather not attract. B students were invisible, like waifs in the night. Neither reprimanded nor lauded, they glided under the radar. People nodded and smiled and moved on to fawn over the A students or shout at the failures.

			Marissa looked back at the clock. The hand had moved forward fifteen minutes. It didn’t surprise her that a simple thought took so much time. She perceived time as fuel for thought. So, she simply assumed, based on the principles of thermodynamics, that the more she thought, the faster she consumed time, like a flame consuming oxygen. She focused on finishing her test, but there was pressure building in her bladder. She wrote the answer to the last question and raised her hand. Mr. Elliot didn’t seem to notice.

			She waved her arm. “Mr. Elliot?”

			“Yes, Miss Espinoza?”

			“May I have the hall pass?”

			“You know the rules. Can you not hold it for another”—he glanced back at the clock—“nine minutes?” He looked at her down his square, jagged glasses, his reddish-white bulb-of-a-nose poking out like a pustule.

			Normally, she wouldn’t create a scene, but she really had to go, and she also didn’t see the point in waiting if she was already finished with the test. “I am finished, sir. I’ll hand in the test, and if I could …” He cut her off by gesturing for her to walk to the front so as to not disturb the other test takers, who were obviously distracted by the exchange. She reached his desk and stood there awkwardly for a moment.

			He motioned with his fingers again. “Test?” He looked at her expectantly.

			She realized that she had left it on her desk. Her classmates giggled and snickered. It made her blush. This was precisely the sort of attention she wished to avoid, but it couldn’t be helped now. She quickly returned, snatched the paper off her desk and thrust it at Mr. Elliot. How dare he make such a scene! Marissa was upset, but she made herself breathe through the feeling.

			She grabbed the hall pass and walked stiffly out of the room. The door slammed behind her, and she heard the room erupt in laughter. She managed to remain calm, compartmentalizing her emotions like she always did. She didn’t like any of her schoolmates. Why would I care what they think? She smoothed her dress and walked quickly toward the girls’ bathroom.

			Five or so minutes from then, the halls would be teeming with her classmates and teachers, but until that bell rang, the hall was deserted. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She felt like she was being watched and turned around, but there was no one there. She shook the feeling. She was imagining things.

			She was about to enter the bathroom when a hand slipped over her mouth, and the tip of a needle entered her neck, injecting her with a powerful sedative. She was unconscious before she even knew what had happened. A federal agent whisked her away, leaving nothing more than a puddle of hot urine as the only clue she had ever been there.

			Marissa wouldn’t be missed. Her foster parents might file a report if they weren’t convinced she had simply run away. Even if they did, it would be thrown on a pile of other missing cases and would never be pursued by a failing police force that could not care less about an orphaned Mexican immigrant.
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			Mahler threw the report on his desk. Sero Kai is an idiot. Attacking Rocky Ford had been a mistake. The Coloradans had suffered heavy losses, but so had the Federal Guard. Federal forces were able to capture the garrison, and they would undoubtedly be able to hold it, but Colorado Springs and NORAD were off the table … for now. Conventionally, it would take them months to regroup, and the tactical landscape could change significantly in that time, but Mahler was pursuing an unconventional solution.

			He had warned Kai of this, that they ran the risk of a prolonged stalemate if he chose this path, but the president’s chief of staff was confident their numbers would win the battle. He had pulled troops from strategic locations, including New Mexico, Wyoming, Kansas, and Montana, arguing that if they were successful, his plan would end the war. But Coalition troops were fierce and fought tooth and nail for every square inch. Kai had failed to take one thing into account—home field advantage.

			Now the United States was on its heels, barely hanging on to territories the Federal Guard had held firmly only months ago. This mistake could prolong the conflict by months, even years, but this would be Sero Kai’s last mistake.

			He knew Kai would try to pin the blame on someone else. Mahler knew he was the most likely target, but he was a dangerous person to cross. I’ll have to be on my game. Meticulous. Sero Kai was as slippery as they came, and he had the resources of the president at his disposal. Mahler needed to push his agenda forward. Perfecting the RCC72 therapy would likely save both him and the country. To do that he needed Dagon for a little longer. Time to give it what it wants. He picked up the phone, punching in an extension.

			“Dr. Petrovski speaking.”

			“Give the girl to the creature. Sedate it if it does anything … out of the ordinary.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 19: 
The Crystal of Tears

			“Fall back!” Nordstern yelled with everything he had. “Retreat!” An explosion fifty feet away drowned out his voice and blew his hat off. The garrison was lost, but they hadn’t given up without a fight.

			“Sir,” Lieutenant Harkness said, panting next to him. “We need to leave.” He gulped. “Now.” The lieutenant had been aghast when Nordstern said he was personally going to rally the men on the front lines. “You cannot be serious, General!” Harkness had choked out. Nordstern almost burst out laughing, but he managed to swallow his coffee and keep a stern face.

			“Lieutenant, I don’t care if you’re a captain, general, store manager, ringleader, or the president. Every leader should lead by example, and after the incident at Civic Center Park, our men need to see us. They need to see that their leaders are standing with them, that we are willing to put everything on the line, as they are. It could change the outcome of the battle.”

			Well, it had—his men and women had made the bunnies pay dearly for every square inch—but Harkness was right. They needed to get the hell out of Dodge. “Fire up the transport, Lieutenant!” Nordstern twirled his finger above his head. “Time to go!”

			He hopped in the back of the transport, motioning to his men. “Fill it up, boys!” he shouted over the din. Even when his voice started to crack, he filled up his lungs and continued to holler.

			He stayed crouched at the back of the bed and pulled up soldier after soldier. They packed in as many as they could, but another explosion almost tipped the truck over. Lieutenant Harkness didn’t wait for his order. He didn’t need to. The transport lurched into motion.

			The general looked back over his shoulder. They had done their best. He closed his eyes and prayed for the rest of his troops. He directly coordinated their retreat, strategically placing medical units and transports where he thought they would be the most effective and save the most lives. He was determined to save every life he could. His men and women had fought valiantly.

			The sounds of the battle continued to ring in his ears. His men and women stole glances at him as they bounced along. He smiled to himself, keeping his eyes on the plains. He knew they wanted his attention, but it was one thing to fight alongside them and another thing entirely to make friends with them. He wanted to crack open a bottle and swap stories with them, but he was a general, supreme commander of the Coalition’s forces, and despite being a frank, honest, and transparent leader, a certain amount of distance, of mysteriousness, had always served him well.

			He was pleased to see that a long line of transports was forming up behind them. Nordstern wanted to see hard numbers, but from the look of it, they were making out better than he had dared to hope. He had been doing this a long time and had a keen eye. He could estimate how many soldiers were on a battlefield by looking at it—give or take a dozen. They had suffered some losses, but the bunnies—they were certainly licking their wounds and wouldn’t be pursuing them for some time.

			It was hot and muggy, and he let himself bob with the transport, watching the tall grass sway. He slipped into a trance, and his mind wandered back to a more peaceful time. It was funny that he should think so fondly of peace, given that the career he chose was built on conflict, but he hoped that one day men like him wouldn’t be necessary. He knew it was idealistic, and he knew the odds were slim, but slim was better than none, and it gave him something to hold onto. He was an old man now, and old men tended to hope for a better world than the one they had helped create. It was a cruel joke, really, to finally have the wisdom and experience to make a better world and have so little remaining time to make a difference. The universe is a son of a bitch.

			They arrived in Colorado Springs ragged and weary. He was dead tired, but he knew his men were too, and he wouldn’t rest until they did. He hopped out of the transport. He would let his senior staff carry out the rest of the logistics, but he personally called in replacements for the field medics and nurses. They needed the rest more than anyone.

			Lieutenant Harkness made his way through men unloading the vehicles and saluted.

			“At ease, Lieutenant.” Nordstern patted him on the shoulder. “Good job back there.”

			“Thank you, sir! I think you waited too long …”

			Nordstern held up a hand, silencing him. “It’s done, Lieutenant. You fuss over me like my wife.” Harkness blushed. There was still a lot of work to be done and not a lot of time to do it. “I need all senior staff gathered in the NORAD war room in one hour, and I want a full report on our defense capabilities by 1900. That means head counts, ammunition, ordnance, SAMs”— he paused—“you know what I need, Lieutenant. Make it happen.”

			“Sir, yes, sir!” Harkness barked, darting off into the crowd. He might be a worrywart, but he was one of the finest officers on Nordstern’s staff. He was fortunate to have people on whom he could count.

			The general flagged one of the privates hustling by. The young lady rushed over. “Private, I need transport to NORAD. Can you get it done?”

			She darted off before he even finished the question. A moment later she came running back and stopped in front of him, trying but failing to control her breathing. “Sir,” she said, gasping. “Jeep, that way. I’ll”—she took another deep breath—“drive you.”

			“At ease, Private.” He looked her up and down. He made a mental note to mandate name tags. Some things had fallen to the wayside as new recruits flooded in.

			“Private Rell, sir!” she managed to say.

			He nodded. “Well, thank you, Private Rell. I will take it from here.”

			She looked crestfallen, but as he had so recently reminded himself, he wasn’t here to make friends and didn’t have time for a twitchy recruit falling all over him. Lieutenant Harkness was bad enough. He turned and strode off in the direction of the jeep, clearing his mind for the work ahead. The war had just gone from a game of flag football to full contact. Nordstern was on defense, and the offense was on the thirty-yard line. If they made a touchdown, it would mean a thousand years of tyranny. No pressure.

			He put his hands on his knees when he reached the vehicle, taking a moment to catch his breath. I’m getting too old for this crap. After a few minutes he straightened and climbed into the driver’s seat. Lieutenant Harkness would be mortified if he knew I was driving myself. The thought made him chuckle.

			He felt a sharp jab in his ribs. Pain blossomed, spreading through his entire body. He looked down and saw a knife sticking out of him. His vision grew blurry. He only had seconds. Pressing his hand on the horn, he hoped it would be enough, if not to save him, then to catch the assassin before more damage could be done.

			[image: ]

			Ela sat cross-legged on the ground. She could see every vibration from every wingbeat and every blade of grass, and she could feel the earth pulsing beneath her. She could hear the rays of the sun and taste the flavor of the wind. The world around her sang. It was like having an extra pair of eyes. Psychology had a term for it: “synesthete.” They were something of a novelty, and she had read about them in college, but she was not a synesthete. Her ability went beyond seeing sound. She could manipulate it and weave it, changing her environment.

			“Your songsight is improving.” Maia appeared across from her. “You are powerful, Ela, but there are things you must know before my time is up.”

			Ela’s hand went to the crystal. “What do you mean?”

			Maia smiled. “Nothing lasts forever, child. My consciousness is energy, and energy must have a purpose. It must change and evolve in order to exist, as all things do. This is a Great Truth.”

			“I don’t understand,” Ela said, a tear trickling down her cheek. “I only just found you.”

			“Ela, I have been trapped in that crystal for thousands of years. When I created the crystal, I thought I had won, but I was naïve. It was only a continuance, a stay of execution. The battle is never truly won. You can never truly chase out the dark because to do so would snuff out the light. She paused, looking at Ela thoughtfully. Ela realized she must look perplexed. “Let me try to put this a different way: The crystal was never meant to last forever. Its structure was held in place by the energy it contained. Now that Dagon has escaped, half of that energy is gone. You felt Dagon’s evil, his foul intentions …

			“He is truly an expression of our darkest selves. I was … am … his opposite. The light and the dark, perfectly matched, perfectly balanced, or so we were. Balance is the best you can hope for in anything, Ela. If you swing the pendulum too far to one side, whether light or dark, you risk being thrust to the opposite extreme. It is a difficult lesson that humans still seem to be learning and that my species realized only too late.” Maia smiled sadly.

			“For all their technology and wisdom, my Pleiadian forefathers failed to learn that lesson and lost worlds. They started over on this planet with renewed purpose and intention, but the memory and the lesson waned with time, until they flickered out, forgotten. And my forefathers repeated their mistake here on Earth.” Ela wanted to say something to comfort Maia, but she didn’t have the words, her thoughts consumed by the responsibility she felt at that moment, not only for the gift of her power, but for the honor of bearing witness to the passing of this ancient, beautiful being. Tears were streaming down her face, but Maia continued.

			“I thought the energy of the Crystal of Tears was self-contained. It was arrogant of me to think that the energy of human consciousness would have no effect on something as sophisticated as the crystal, or that the crystal would have no influence on humanity. Over the centuries, humans have gone through many cycles of dark and light. But now, humans are not just leaning toward the dark—they seem to be running toward it, and this tipped the balance enough to let Dagon escape.

			“It’s interesting how all intelligent life I’ve encountered in my many thousands of years shares this vision of paradise, of this place where we once lived in harmony, and see it as a place we might re-create. It is also very intriguing that every paradise story I have heard ends with the dark somehow creeping in. As I said, it is a law of the universe. I think one of the things I find particularly funny is the double standard, the hypocrisy of it all. You cannot have balance without extremes.” Maia laughed.

			Ela laughed through her tears, but her smile quickly faded. “How much longer?”

			Maia looked at her warmly. “Not long. This will be our last conversation, but don’t be sad, Ela. This is not the end. It is a beginning, and I am grateful to have known you, even if only for a brief time. We used a lot of energy opening that portal, and the last of the crystal’s energy must be used to unlock the power of the other Atlantides. Humanity will need every ounce of their power to defeat Dagon.

			“There are some things you must know about singing. You must understand how unique your ability is. The ability to draw on the natural resonance of another living thing is no small thing, even for a Singer. Healers are rare. Because living things produce undulating frequencies, much like stars, it takes a special kind of songsight to see the detail required to wield the song like a scalpel and to understand the intricate relationships in the ecosystem of the body. Your affinity gives you insight and intuition that allow you to sculpt these tones in a way others of our kind cannot. Simply put, you have a unique understanding of balance. Use it, develop it, and teach others what you learn. Singing isn’t an exact science. Every Singer has a unique style that comes from that Singer’s experiences, memories, and manner of resonating with the world. Even those that share the same affinity—whether it be stone, wind, light, water, metal, or electricity—have their own distinct voices.

			“You can use the energies and natural frequencies of your surroundings but know that those have their limitations. Drawing too heavily on, say, the natural frequency of a mountain could cause a landslide or avalanche. The purest singing comes from within. Do you understand?”

			“Yes,” Ela whispered.

			 “Ela, you are a healer. You are best able to tune to the natural frequencies of the body, and I believe there is a purpose, fate, in why we were brought together. You are the one best suited to unleash the power of the Atlantides, the power I locked away so many millennia ago, and to be Dagon’s counter, his balance. The descendants of the Atlantides need their ability, their song, to face what is coming at them … at humanity. The knots of what I did are unraveling, but not fast enough. You need to speed up the process. You need to remove the genetic blocks I placed so many ages ago.”

			“How?”

			Maia’s likeness began to shimmer. “The crystal is the lock; your song is the key. Use your instincts. Remember what I told you, and pass on to others the knowledge I have given you. One more thing,” she said hurriedly. “Promise me, Ela, that you will not open a portal again unless it is absolutely necessary. Tapping into the fabric of space-time is extremely dangerous. There is only one …” Her voice faded on the wind, and the Crystal of Tears turned pure white, giving off a faint glow. Maia was gone.
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			Ela put her head in her hands and cried. Her heart hurt, and she let herself grieve, not only for Maia, but for everyone who had come and gone. The human experience since the Rift had not been a pleasant one, and she allowed herself to reflect on it.

			She knew the truth of Maia’s words. Humanity was free-falling into darkness. It had been happening for some time. She and so many others fought so hard for every step toward the light, but it felt like they were fending off the dark with forks and spoons.

			Her sadness turned to anger. The darkness has stomped on us for too long, kicked us while we were down, and laughed about it. She thought of Seth Drake’s wicked smile after he had shot Franny and Daemon, the way he had tortured her, Eric Mahler’s sickening arrogance, and the things he had allowed to happen to those poor men in that lab—enough is enough. It’s time to punch back.

			Ela stood, dried her tears, and channeled her anger into focus. Maia’s voice echoed in her thoughts. The crystal is the lock. She had no idea what that meant, but she had to start somewhere. She opened herself to her song and probed the Crystal of Tears. It felt different now. It sounded different, but she still had no idea what the significance was.

			She decided to do an experiment. Ela picked up a small smooth stone and placed it in the palm of her hand. She drew on the natural frequency of the crystal and channeled a simple song at the rock, composed to lift it. The rock lifted an inch or so above her palm and plopped back down. It was nothing extraordinary, and she repeated Maia’s words in her head again. The crystal is the lock. Your song is the key.

			Was it possible that Maia was being literal? Given the gravity of humanity’s current predicament and with that monster, Dagon, on the loose, it didn’t seem like something she would be cryptic about.

			Ela looked at the rock in one hand and the crystal in the other. She tried again, but this time she directed her song through the Crystal of Tears. The stone didn’t just move, it skyrocketed. It kept going up and up, until Ela simply couldn’t sense it anymore. The Crystal of Tears is an amplifier.

			She closed her eyes and thought back on Maia’s words. The knots of what I did are unraveling, but not fast enough. Twelve thousand years ago, Maia had somehow deactivated the gene that allowed the Atlantides to sing. She needed to unravel the rest of the knot. She stood, thinking about it for several minutes.

			Your song is the key. Your song is the key… . She kept repeating the words over and over in her mind. The answer felt like it was over the crest of a hill, a hill she couldn’t quite see over. Your song is the key.

			Suddenly it clicked. Her song itself was the key to unlocking the gene, to unravelling the knot. Her song, her power, was already free. The purest song comes from within. The crystal was the lock. It was literally holding back the process of transformation. It would amplify her song, and if she channeled enough of her own natural frequency through it, it would unlock, opening the way. When her song touched other descendants, it would accelerate the activation process. Ingenious.

			If she was correct, she would only get one shot at this and, to have the greatest effect, she would need the greatest line of sight she could attain. Despite her ability, and the amplification the Crystal of Tears would provide, song was still sound. It still bowed to the laws of physics. It still bounced off canyon walls and dissipated over distance. If she tried to do it here, eventually the effects would ripple out, but from the top of Mount Evans, she could instantly create an army of Singers at the heart of the Coalition, the side of the light. From that summit she would have a direct line of sight to Denver.

			Ela appraised the massive mountain. It was spring and there was still some snow on the mountain. She was surprised to see any at all. When she was a child, Mount Evans would be covered this time of year, but climate change was taking its toll. It looked like the road that used to go up and around the mountain had collapsed in places, and she bit her lip. It wasn’t going to be an easy trek. The thought made her laugh.

			She had climbed many mountains in her life. She had been a world-renowned psychiatrist before the Rift, then a politician, then a leader of a resistance. Now she was a Singer. Scaling this mountain was nothing compared to what she had already endured and accomplished.

			All her life she had been kind, graceful, and meek, believing that her humility was a shining beacon to others, that it alone would beat back the dark, but now was not the time for humility or grace. Now was a time for fire, for the light within her to radiate. No more subservience, no more passive resistance. I will be the flame that will fuel humanity’s return to the light, or I will die trying.
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			Ela stood on the summit, wind whipping her hair. Her feet and hands were numb. She could warm them with her song, but she needed to save her energy for the task ahead. Though she knew the crystal no longer contained Maia’s spirit, it was the last physical reminder of her existence and all the good she had done for humanity. She clutched it to her chest and said one final goodbye. Thank you, friend, for all you have given me, for the hope you have given my people.

			

			 Then she set her jaw with determination, thrust the crystal in front of her and summoned her song. It built slowly within her, a gradual staccato of punctuated notes, like the opening of a concerto. She infused it with her love and her resolve. She thought of Kara and Daemon. She thought of Franny, and strings started to hum within her, vibrating like the sustained draw of a bow across a violin. The winds around her grew ever more ferocious, and she drew their power into her, adding the fluted tones of woodwinds to the growing chorus within her. She reached into the mountain, grounding herself, and wove the ringing chime of metal into her song.

			Tears were streaming down her face. Her song, her symphony, was reaching its ultimate phrase, its crescendo, and when she placed the final note, she released it. She let it flow from her into the crystal. It lifted out of her hands and began to spin, augmenting and amplifying her notes. For all that is good, for all that is right and just, let the bonds that bind us be released. Let our power flow freely.

			A white light, as bright as the sun, emanated from the Crystal of Tears, and a great sonic boom echoed over the expanse before her. The crystal fell back into her hands. Her task accomplished, she dropped to her knees, spent. Whatever comes next, at least we have a fighting chance. We must prepare for the battle to come.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 20: 
Coup d’état

			Dagon flexed his little fingers. It felt good to be back in a proper body. Despite its size, this one was exceptionally gifted. He knew what Mahler was trying to do, but that plan had already failed. The genetic blocks that witch, Maia, had conjured were starting to unravel. It could be an hour or a day, but it wouldn’t be long now before his abilities reached their zenith. He could feel the song growing within him.

			He looked at his surroundings with disgust. Humans have had thousands of years to develop, and this is all they’ve managed to achieve? Some electronics with weak, unreliable sources of energy? An elementary understanding of genetics? They are bringing their planet to the brink of destruction, and for what? Some terrestrial vehicles? Some light at night? As weak and foolish as they were, even the Pleiades had colonized other star systems in their first thousand years of existence, or so it was told. It seemed humans had been content to rut around in the mud for the last twelve thousand years. No, they don’t deserve to be free. They don’t deserve to have a planet. They deserve to be used and discarded. He would rebuild the glory of his race on their backs. At least then humans will serve a useful purpose.

			Eric Mahler entered the room. Oh, how Dagon wanted to seize and slowly squeeze the life from the arrogant little freak, but now was not the time. He noticed that Mahler looked … disheveled. Modulating alpha and delta waves, Dagon gently probed the human’s mind. He hated being gentle. Subtlety was not his strong suit, but there would be plenty of time to have his fun later. He had waited twelve thousand years. He could wait a little longer. Human consciousness is so simple. He found what he was looking for almost instantly.

			“You’ve been betrayed, Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler.” Dagon was unaccustomed to his new voice. It was high-pitched and squeaky, and it didn’t suit him. It was interesting that he still thought of himself as male, given that the body he was in was female. He would prefer something more physically commanding, but if this Altantide was as powerful as he thought she was, he might choose to keep her. Outer appearances matter little in the face of true power.

			He left Mahler standing there for a few moments to digest his comment. Dagon knew the predictions had a way of unsettling him, and as intended, it was having an uncomfortable effect on the human. Eric Mahler thought he was unreadable, emotionless, but even without using his psychic abilities, Dagon could read him like an open book. A twitch, a slight dilation of the pupil, or a skip in his heartbeat told him more than words ever could. Still, he noted that Mahler’s composure was more controlled than most humans he had encountered. He would need breaking, training. He was, after all, human, but he might make a decent pet.

			“I could help you,” Dagon said, sauntering to the opposite end of the room. “We are partners in this, after all.”

			Eric looked at him sideways. “What could you do?” he said cautiously.

			As if the words were prophecy, sent to herald the rebirth of his power, the moment the words left Mahler’s lips, Dagon felt the last of the knots blocking his host’s power slip away. The Crystal of Tears has been unlocked. Dagon had wanted the crystal for a different purpose. He could have used its connection with every living Atlantide to bend them to his will, but what was done was done. The crystal’s connection with the Atlantides was gone, dissolved, but so was the genetic inhibitor holding his host’s song in check. Her power flowed freely, and her power was his power. It’s not as I planned, but I will make do with what I have. Within the day, I will have the full force of the United States at my disposal, and then I will deal with the rest of the Atlantides.

			Dagon used his host to pull on the resonant frequencies around him, drawing them into himself. He savored the power building, humming, thrumming within him. He wanted nothing more than to demonstrate his power and snuff the life from Mahler, but now that the crystal was gone, he needed the human for a bit longer.

			A wide smile spread across Dagon’s face. “I think you’ll find, Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler, I can be rather persuasive.” The time for subtlety is over. He sent out a series of strong vibrations, specifically tuned to Mahler’s brain waves. The frequencies synced, and he amplified them. Then, like cracking a whip, he jerked them into disarray. It sent the human’s brainwaves into chaos. Mahler swooned; his eyes rolled back in his head. For a moment, Mahler was a blank slate, and Dagon used the opening to resynchronize the human’s brainwaves with his own. He savored the feeling of absolute control as his will burrowed into the human’s mind. Mahler’s eyes bulged with alarm as his subconscious tried to push back against the intrusion, but it was too late. A placid look washed over Mahler’s face.

			Dagon laughed. “I believe we have an appointment to keep at the White House, don’t we, Special Agent in Charge Eric Mahler?” Mahler nodded robotically and turned to lead the way. This feeble, broken human world, with or without the crystal’s connection, will finally be mine.
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			It was so dark, Marissa couldn’t see her own hand, even holding it a hair’s breadth in front of her face. She fought to hold back her tears, but she was scared, and they trickled down her cheeks. She didn’t know where she was or how she had come to be there. She was all alone, and not in the usual way. Only now, in their total absence, did she realize that the earth, humans, animals, plants, and objects all vibrated. They had always been there to sing to her and keep her company. She never really felt alone because the world sang to her, not with silly, inefficient words, but with its energy. There was nothing here except for the oppressive, silent darkness that threatened to engulf her, eradicate her. She could feel it pressing in on her, trying to snuff her out, but something within refused to capitulate. She had been pushed down her entire life, and she had always managed to push back, to push up. No, she thought furiously, I won’t end this way. I refuse to. This place isn’t devoid of everything. I am here.

			She reached deep within herself and found what she was looking for. The song she missed so much was inside of her, and she found the strength to let it out. It started in a low rumble, a vibration that resonated from her solar plexus. It was deep and earthy, and she added another tone. The pitch of the second tone came from her heart and created a perfect third with the sacral tone now emanating from her abdomen. She felt the energy within herself, flowing up through her to the crown of her head. A faint light emanated from her, and the darkness recoiled. Her spirits lifted, buoyed by the retreating darkness, and she added a third and final tone. As if from a soprano singing an aria, this note resonated from the crown of her head, creating a perfect fifth with the heart tone. She was surrounded by a brilliant aura.

			She was tempted to expand the aura and chase the darkness away for good. She knew she could do it, but something in her gut warned against it. Someone or something had put her here. Not only that—the void seemed to serve only one purpose. It was intended to crush her, to erase her completely from existence. It wasn’t just an instinct; it was a knowing. Whoever or whatever sent her into the darkness must continue to think it had destroyed her. If she burned away the dark completely, it would know, and it would come back to finish the job. She needed to be smart and subtle. Thankfully, she was both.

			The light around her warmed her and gave her courage, and she began to walk. Outside of her bubble was nothing but endless dark. It wanted her to think there was no way out, nothing to be done but let it close in on her, but she had a feeling there was a way out. She would never know if she stood still. She needed to test the boundaries of the dark, so she walked. She wasn’t really sure if she was walking in circles or in straight lines. There was nothing by which to orient herself, so she let her feet take her where they wanted.

			She had walked around for some time when she felt something, a faint vibration not of her own making, and it made her aura shimmer. She cautiously stepped forward. The vibration grew stronger. She took another step forward and then another. A pinprick of light appeared in front of her, and she ran toward it. As she neared it, she observed that it was like a porthole in the hull of the darkness. She peered through it.

			Men and women were being slaughtered. They tried to run, to scramble away, but there was nowhere to go. They were trapped in a large stone room. It was a gruesome scene to behold, especially for one so young, but she forced herself to watch. She realized that not everyone was running or flailing. Some people simply stood in place with blank expressions, unmoved, unconcerned with what was happening around them. Finally, the chaos and commotion subsided. A few bodies twitched on the floor, but everyone had either been killed or was staring off into the distance. Marissa had a strong sense that the ones still standing were trapped in the same kind of hungry void that threatened to consume her.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 21: 
The Demon in the East

			“I would like to introduce my son, Hasan. I do not believe you have met, but he is the one you should thank. He and his men saved you from the desert and carried you here to heal.”

			Ash could sense the tension. Hasan did not want them there. He locked eyes with Kara, sitting across from him cross-legged on the floor, and they shared a knowing look. He was not the only one who felt it. He noticed Atsa was looking at him with one of his penetrating stares that said, “I know what you’re thinking.”

			Like politicians often do, Kara attempted to break the ice. “We don’t know how to repay you, Hasan. We owe you our lives …”

			“You can repay me by leaving.” He glared at them, eyes burning with anger. Well, that went well. Ash realized his thought was insensitive, and he blushed. Did Atsa hear it? The old man looked troubled, but Atsa was no longer looking at Ash. He was looking at his son.

			 “It saddens me you would speak this way to the Rainbringer and the Protector …”

			“Father, these people are nothing more than tricksters, magicians. The holy people you seek are nothing more than bedtime stories! These bilagáana have played upon your superstition. They have deceived you as they deceived our forefathers! They cannot be trusted.”

			“It is you who deceive yourself, my son. What makes you so cynical that you do not even believe your own eyes? Did you not witness the miracle when Ash brought the rains? Did you not feel the life flow back into the land? Did you not hear the spirits sing? This is what we have been waiting for.” Hasan opened his mouth to speak, then shut it, lips pressed tightly together in a thin, angry white line. Ash could feel the dissonant vibration of his resentment.

			He wasn’t sure why or how he could now sense what he sensed or do what he did, but something within him had awakened. It pulsed through him, singing in his bones and his blood. He still saw the world as he had seen it before, but it was somehow … more alive. It sang to him. He could see people’s emotions, he could taste the air, and he felt the earth thrum like a beating heart.

			Atsa sighed. “We do not have time to fight one another. It is what the evil one wants. A great battle is coming, unlike the world has seen since my people were shaped from the earth. It builds like water behind a dam, which will eventually break.”

			“What do you mean? Who is the evil one?” Kara asked fervently.

			“I only see fragments of the truth. The identity of this evil one is hidden from me, as are many other things, masked by the gathering storm, the dark in the east. Maybe with Ash’s help, together we can penetrate the dark shroud of chaos and the lies that fall over the world.”

			Hasan stood. “I can hear no more of this. I will not stand by and let you and these … these bilagáana”—he spat on the ground in front of them—“lead our people to their death.”

			“The battle that is coming will determine the fate of all humans. Would you stand by and do nothing to stop it? Would you let it consume us all?” There was a deep sadness in Atsa’s voice. “There are fates worse than death, Hasan. I have done my best to show you the way, but you are filled with so much anger and jealousy, it blinds you to the true path.” Atsa dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “Go. You may do what you wish, as may those who choose to follow you.”

			“You are not fit to lead,” Hasan hissed as he stormed off.

			Atsa’s face was stony, but he didn’t dignify the insult with a response. He turned his attention to Ash and Kara.

			Kara reached over and placed a hand on the old man’s arm. “I’m all right,” Atsa said. “My son has set himself on a hard path, but I will always have love and hope for him.” He smiled a sad smile. “Now, we have important decisions to make. The fate of our people hangs in the balance, and we must do our best to navigate the dangers ahead.”

			“Our?” Ash asked hesitantly.

			Atsa smiled. “You have brought purpose and hope back to the Navajo. You are the Rainbringer, and that makes you one of us. We have helped each other, and that makes us more than male or female, white or Navajo, old or young. It makes us more than acquaintances. It makes us one people. This is precisely what the dark storm seeks to destroy—light and hope, unity and peace. For so long we have divided ourselves, fought one another, killed one another over our differences. This is our reckoning. As a species, our fate will be determined by how we unite and how we see that we are all people, one people, nothing less and nothing more.”

			Ash felt a fire in his heart. He had left Dulce with a simple goal, to know the world, but the truth was, he realized, that he left because he was missing something. I left seeking a connection—to the world and to my fellow humans. In doing so he had become part of something bigger than he’d ever imagined. He locked eyes with Atsa and then with Kara. The fire in his heart was in their eyes. They didn’t need words to know they were in agreement. It is time to enter the fray.

			“Take my hand, Ash. We will see what we can see, the power of our songsight combined.”

			Kara pushed herself up. “I will leave you two to concentrate …”

			“Stay.” Atsa motioned for her to sit. “You are the Protector. We may need you.”

			“I don’t understand, Atsa. It’s the second time you’ve called me that. What does that mean?”

			Atsa smiled. “I cannot tell you. You must learn what it means to you, but I can tell you that you and Ash share an ancient connection. It was no mere coincidence you were brought together as we come to the end of this age. It is nothing less than providence.” Kara opened her mouth again, but Atsa held up a hand. “We will have time enough later for questions, lady Kara. Now, Ash and I have work to do. Stay with us. We may need the light of your spirit to guide us back.” He turned his attention to Ash. “Ash, you are powerful, but your control of your power is weak. You must follow my lead. Your songsight is untrained, and you cannot let your mind wander, or our spirits could end up out of time and space, as yours did before. I will not be able to guide us back the way I guided you last time.”

			“I … think I understand.” I don’t even understand what it is we’re about to do … or what I am.

			The old man’s voice echoed in his mind. “You understand more than you know, Rainbringer. You will see.”

			He can hear my thoughts!

			Atsa smiled. “And in time, as you develop your song, you will be able to hear and speak with other Singers with the power of your mind, but now is not the time to dwell on such things. Are you ready?”

			“Yes,” Ash said aloud.

			Atsa’s eyes turned white. Ash let him guide his mind, and his song began to course through him. He rose up out of his body and looked down to see the three of them—himself, Kara, and Atsa—clasping hands, but he continued to rise up and out of the stone house. The ground fell away, and Ash began to flail and shout.

			“You are quite safe, but you must focus, Ash. Our purpose must be one. We seek to know the evil in the east so we can prepare for it.” Ash realized Atsa was beside him, steadying him, but not as an old man—as an eagle. “It helps if you have a spirit animal to bond with, but there is no time for that now, Atlantide. Focus on the east.”

			Ash mastered his attention, and their surroundings blurred as they accelerated. As they approached the east, a wall of churning black clouds rose before them, illuminated from within by dim bursts of red energy. Ash could feel the evil, and somehow it felt … familiar. An image of an opalescent city rising from the ocean flashed through his mind’s eye—then an image of a man and a woman of great stature. The towers of the city began to crumble. Ash’s spirit fell from the sky, spinning out of control.

			“Do not let your mind wander!” Atsa was no longer the eagle. He had assumed his true physical form and grabbed Ash by the collar of his shirt, righting him and pulling him back up. “If your focus is on the past, you will pull us out of time, Ash. Focus on the present. We need to know what danger we face.”

			Ash shoved the images away and, again, forced himself to concentrate on the present. They entered the storm. He felt like a piece of paper in a hurricane, but still they went deeper, catching glimpses of the roiling darkness as the red lighting flashed around them. And then a young girl appeared, gliding toward them through the lightning and the gales of wind. She laughed.

			“I have waited a very long time to meet you, heir of Atlas.”

			“Ash! Protect your mind! Protect your spirit!” Atsa began to vibrate, and a golden shield surrounded him.

			Ash tried to imitate Atsa, but an oily dissonance was slithering around the corners of his mind. At first, he wanted to push it away, but it felt so … calming.

			“Ash! You must burn that demon’s song from you! It is tricking you! Trying to control you!”

			He heard Atsa, but his mind struggled to comprehend the meaning of his words. I feel so relaxed … I can’t …

			“That’s it, Atlantide. Surrender to my will, the way your mother did.”

			My mother? I never knew my mother. The thought was like a slap in the face, and he pushed the fog away from his brain. Pulling on the energy of the lightning flashing around him, he burned it from his mind. He latched onto the frequency of the red energy, felt its vibration flow through him, and hurled a bolt of it at the girl. Her eyes flashed red, but she deflected the attack with a flick of her wrist.

			“It was worth a shot,” she said with a giggle, “but you are no match for me, son of Atlas.”

			“Ash, we must go. Now!” Atsa commanded.

			The girl was gathering the red energy around her, preparing to attack.

			“Feel the tether to your body. Feel the light of Kara’s spirit. Let them pull you back.” Ash reached beyond the storm, reached for Kara and his body, and he felt a tug at his center. They punched out of the clouds, flying westward, the ground streaming beneath them as they soared through the skies. Ash felt his spirit slam back into his body. The little girl’s voice whispered, “Goodbye for now, Prince. We will meet again soon. I am coming for you and all the other Singers; and I will wipe the Coalition—humanity’s last failed attempt at democracy—from the face of the earth. Soon there won’t be a need for governments, or war, or any of the other ineffective mechanisms your species has created to prevent you all from wiping yourselves out. We will all be one happy family acting, thinking, existing for one purpose—my purpose.”

			“What the hell was that?” Ash wiped the sweat away from his forehead.

			“An ancient demon.” Atsa looked shaken. “The demon possesses a powerful Atlantide—the little girl—exponentially increasing its psychic powers. I am certain the East has already succumbed to it, and I fear it will not be long before it comes to claim the West. These forces will undoubtedly converge on the Coalition’s center of power. It is there we must go to stand with the rest of humanity.”

			Kara’s eyes burned with determination. “Then I must complete my mission, and we must gather the Coalition’s forces to fight. We need to get to Denver.”

			 “I agree,” Ash said, nodding slowly. He knew he should be focused on the battle ahead, as Kara was, but he was consumed by a single thought. The demon knew my mother.

			Atsa looked at him but gave no indication he was reading his thoughts. “My people will stand with you against this foe. We will send my people on foot ahead of us to Denver, but we must try to warn your allies to the north of what is coming. I fear time is not on our side.”

			Kara nodded. “I guess we’re going to Durango after all,” she said, a grim look on her face. “Prepare yourselves. Rumor has it, it’s a rough place.”
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			Becca frowned as she looked out onto the town. They landed the helicopter several miles north of Durango, well out of sight—and earshot. The once vibrant town, well outside of the Coalition’s influence and supply lines, had become a lawless pit of despair. The only thing that prevented it from completely drying up like the rest of the wasteland was the trickle of the Animas River, fed by a high mountain watershed that persisted despite the odds.

			Once a center for southwestern arts and culture, it now sheltered the worst of the worst from every corner of the West. Unable to devote resources to such a remote location, the Coalition left it alone. It was of little economic or military value, and with the East pushing its front ever farther to the west, Durango was ignored and almost forgotten. Almost.

			Becca’s frown deepened as she considered the last twenty-four hours. She and the rest of the team had awakened in the middle of the night soaked to the bone. As if the sinkhole in the middle of northern New Mexico wasn’t strange enough, it rained all night. There hadn’t been any significant rainfall in this region in years. I should be over the moon. But it wasn’t the way things were now. Like those concentric rings radiating out over the desert, it wasn’t natural, and it worried her.

			She took another look at the town through her binoculars. The boys were packing up camp. They would be taking everything with them into town. They didn’t want the locals getting any ideas about stealing a military aircraft, so they would have to keep up the appearance that they were hiking in. She pulled a boot up and it made a sucking sound as it came out of the mud. This is going to be fun, she thought sarcastically.

			One grueling hour later, they stood at the edge of town, their boots and calves covered in mud. Even though the sun was now high in the sky, the town seemed fast asleep. The mud was hardening into ankle-breaking ruts. She turned to her men. “We’re going to break up into two groups and see what we can find. We’ll report back here”—she glanced at her watch—“at 1400. Two hours. Don’t cause any trouble. Someone tries to start something, you walk away. If anyone asks”—she paused for a moment, thinking—“we’re here to investigate an earthquake. Follow that line of questioning. Do not go into detail about what we saw in the desert. We don’t want to create any interest around our presence. We are geologic surveyors for the Coalition. That should be enough to put anyone to sleep.”

			The boys chuckled and nodded. “Dan, Jake, you two are more experienced. I want you to stick together. Rico, Faarad, you’re with me. Move out!” She waved her hand over her head, and the teams went in different directions.

			Twenty minutes went by as they walked along quiet streets. She would have thought the town was deserted if not for the multitude of footprints hardening in the mud.

			Finally, they came upon the main strip and some signs of life. An old, out-of-tune piano tinkled away in one of the saloons. A few men stood around in chaps, eyeing them as they approached. She led the way onto the porch of the saloon where the music, if it could be called that, was coming from and motioned for Rico and Faarad to stand on either side of the doors. She unclipped her gun and handed the weapon to Rico. He looked at her questioningly, and she pointed at the sign next to the door. No Guns in This Establishment. It made them both smile a little. She could tell she wasn’t the only one who was feeling they had stepped into some old western film.

			She winked and walked through the double doors. As soon as she did, the noise coming from the upright piano faltered and then stopped altogether. The piano player stared at her, but she ignored him. A toothless man sat at the bar, and a tall, rough-looking man stood behind it. The toothless man looked at her distastefully, spit on the floor and turned back to his drink. She was surprised no one said, “Y’all ain’t from ‘round here.”

			She bellied up to the bar, and the bartender lazily sauntered over to her. “What’ll you be paying with today?” he demanded. “Need to see proof of payment.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a few Coalition credits and placed them on the bar.

			“That money’s no good ‘round here,” he said matter-of-factly. “We have no use for governments or their pretty little pieces of paper. You have something that packs a little more punch?”

			

			She took his meaning, reached into her pack, pulled out a box of ammo, and slapped it on the bar. “This a little more your speed?” she shot back. He nodded and grunted. She could tell by the twinkle in his eye that she had overpaid—by a lot. She should have been better prepared to haggle.

			“What are you drinkin’, ma’am?” He turned back to the liquor behind the bar.

			“Information,” she said matter-of-factly.

			The bartender kept his back to her, but she could tell he was looking at her reflection from one of the bottles. “That can be an expensive drink,” he bantered, and the toothless man cackled. Dammit, I’ve already overplayed my hand.

			“I already overpaid for whatever information I need.” There was a fine balance between playing hardball and causing trouble.

			The bartender turned back to her with a neutral expression on his face. There was no doubt in her mind that he was a hell of a poker player. “That depends on the information,” he said.

			Here goes nothing. “Hear anything lately? Any loud sounds, like a cannon or artillery going off? You ever feel the ground shake?”

			The man flashed her a handsome smile. It was a wide, toothy smile, and it took her off guard. The bartender leaned over the bar. “It seems like you can handle yourself, little lady, so I’m going to give you a bit of advice. You want the kind of information you’re looking for, you come on back down here after dark—” he paused, looking her up and down—“wearing something a little more casual and buy a few drinks. A pretty lady in a dress and a little alcohol tends to loosen lips. Some of these boys go out into the desert and come back with information. I’ve heard a tale or two as of late, but honey, there are a lot of loud sounds around here, a lot of guns going off, and this whole bar shakes at night.” He winked.

			She nodded and leaned in closer. Their noses were almost touching. “Thanks for the tip, partner. Now if you don’t mind, I think I more than paid for a shot of that tequila over there.” His smile widened. He walked back and poured her a shot and slid it down the bar. She caught it, slammed it, and walked away.

			“Never got your name, honey,” he hollered after her.

			“You first,” she said over her shoulder.

			“Name’s Banner.”

			“Well, Banner, you ever call me honey again, and I’ll break that pretty nose.” She flashed him a smile and pushed through the swinging doors.

			She knew Banner was right. It was against protocol, but if they were going to get the answers they needed, they were going to have to make themselves less conspicuous and drop the uniforms. Most of the town was sleeping off a hangover. They needed to come back at night when the booze started flowing and the gambling houses opened. Dress or no dress, alcohol made people’s lips looser, and there was the adage that drunk men speak truth.
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			Jake had been in some rough places, but Durango after dark was something else entirely. He wasn’t afraid. His sidearm was tucked behind his belt and he could hold his own in a fight, but it seemed like every hour or so a gun was going off, or someone’s face was getting bashed in. It reminded him of the stories of Tortuga, the pirate cove, that his father told him when he was a boy.

			He entered the gaming house and parked himself at one of the blackjack tables, keeping a stoic look on his face and taking a break every so often, especially when he was on a hot streak. Hot streaks drew attention, and the goal was to blend in.

			Becca sat across the room in a dress, which he had to admit, was making him nervous. They had come up the ranks together at Fort Carson, and he wasn’t sure he had ever seen her wear anything other than her fatigues. She was stunning, and he wanted to unsee this version of her. It was making it hard for him to concentrate. It would be one thing if she weren’t his commanding officer, but he wanted, needed, to go back to before he had seen her in that damned dress.

			

			He shook his head, clearing it, and looked back down at his cards. He needed to focus. They had been at it for hours now. The gambling halls and the bars were packed. It made him wonder how the Animas supplied enough water to nurse so many hangovers.

			He was making small talk with his fellow gamblers and made sure to throw in a little smack about the government up north. People seemed to be loosening up, and he began to fish a little. The dealer dealt him a pair of aces. Shit. He split them and knocked on the table. “Hit me,” he said. The hand had the table’s attention, the kind of attention he wanted to avoid.

			“Anyone been out east lately? I hear them Feds are all over New Mexico now.” The dealer laid down a jack. If he hadn’t had the table’s attention before, he certainly had it now. A few people shook their heads, but no one said anything. He tapped his second ace. “Hit me.”

			Jake leaned over to the man next to him. He was tall and dark, with a weathered, crumpled, black hat on. He reeked of whisky.

			“You see that new girl in town?” Jake asked.

			The man smiled. Dental hygiene didn’t seem to be one of his top priorities. He was missing his two front teeth and his breath smelled so bad it made Jake’s nose twitch. “The one in the corner?” the man asked. Jake realized that the patron thought he was talking about Becca.

			“Whew, yeah. She really is a looker, but not her. Naw, the older one. Just got in a few days ago.”

			The patron gave him a side look. “I don’t know ‘bout no girl, but word is there’s a new cabrón in town. Real scary dude. Word is he’s a bounty hunter looking for some rogue governor or some shit.”

			Jake was finally getting some real information, and he wasn’t about to let his source slip through his fingers.

			“There’s a governor in town, eh?” he asked, trying not to sound too interested. Then he casually added, “No sense in sending a bounty hunter after a governor here when we’ll string ’em up for free.”

			The drunkard graced him with another of his cringe-inducing toothless grins and leaned in closer, much to Jake’s dismay. “Word is she’s a woman governor. Fancy that! She’s got big muscles and hairy legs. They say she’s a witch, too.”

			 Jake had to restrain himself from commenting on the chauvinistic stereotype as he looked down at his hand.

			He realized everyone at the table was looking at him. One of the tougher-looking men, who Jake had secretly named “Muscles,” was looking intensely at him from across the table. He wasn’t yet certain that getting his head bashed in was a foregone conclusion, but he was sure that if he won another hand, Muscles was going to try.

			Shit! He had been dealt another blackjack. What are the freakin’ odds? he thought dryly while quickly plotting his exit. He raised his glass, tipping it at Becca, and she nodded slightly in his general direction. Her look told him she was still following a lead. It was their signal in the event one of them needed to leave to avoid trouble, and trouble was coming his way unless he made himself scarce. Besides, Becca had Rico, Dan and Faarad to back her up if anything went wrong after he left.

			“What are you looking at, pretty boy?” Muscles barked at him. Oh my, Muscles thinks I’m pretty.

			Jake pushed his winnings into the middle of the table and motioned for the waitress to come over. “Drinks for the table. I’m cashing out.”

			“You think we want your charity, pretty boy?”

			Jake really wanted to ask Muscles what was up with the pretty boy talk, but the man looked like he could tip the table over with his index finger. He decided to stay on mission and follow protocol. Thankfully, the casino was packed wall to wall. Jake simply stood and melted into the crowd.

			Muscles shouted after him, “Hey, yeah. That’s right. You better run, pretty boy!” Seriously? What is this guy’s problem with my appearance? Some patrons turned and looked at him, but he reached the door of the gambling hall without further incident. He stepped outside and took a deep breath. The air was cool and refreshing. There even seemed to be a hint of moisture in it. Most people were still in the gambling halls, and the streets were empty and quiet. The contrast amused him.

			

			Something caught his eye—an extraordinarily bright, white light, like a flash of lightning—from the direction of their camp. But—the night was clear, speckled with twinkling stars. The Milky Way painted the sky with all its glory.

			He thought about waiting for Becca, but there was no telling when she would make her exit, and he couldn’t go back into the casino to get her. He sprinted back to camp. As he approached, he felt the hair stand on the back of his neck. Something is wrong here.

			He reached the camp, sidearm drawn, and approached cautiously. The light was gone, and the camp was dark. He called out for the pilot, but there was no response. He moved into the clearing and stepped carefully toward the helicopter. He called out again, but again, there was no reply. He checked his six and secured the perimeter, walking slowly around the helicopter.

			The pilot was sprawled face up, eyes staring blankly into the starry night sky. Dammit, dammit, dammit, no! Jake’s heart was racing. He put his fingers on the pilot’s carotid artery. Nothing. The man was dead. Jake tried to examine the body while keeping a close eye on his surroundings. He’d been shot. He noticed the pilot’s sidearm was still holstered. He hadn’t even had a chance to draw. Jake felt his hackles rise, sensing a presence behind him. I hear you, you son-of-a …

		

	
		
			
Chapter 22: 
The Sound of Singing

			Kyle paced back and forth. He felt like the walls of his office were closing in on him. He had been under pressure before, but this felt different. His heart was pounding in his ears, and his right hand trembled. Everything was falling apart. His oldest friend and confidant, his right-hand man, had been betrayed, stabbed in the side, and was barely clinging to life.

			The public was losing confidence in his leadership. Can I blame them? The last month had been one catastrophe after another, and the people only knew the half of it. If word got out of the assassination attempt on General Nordstern, after the attack at Civic Center Park, after the loss at Rocky Ford, there would be panic, chaos. I can’t let that happen. It will be the end.

			Helena poked her head through the door. “Sir, there is a woman here to …”

			“I already told you—no one in or out of the capitol right now. We’re on lockdown.” Helena retreated.

			His mind continued to spin out of control. If someone got to Henry, someone could sure as hell get to him. Colonel Jax was taking temporary command of the garrison in Colorado Springs. He knew that Henry trusted Jax, but Kyle barely knew him. His right hand began to shake violently, and he grabbed it with his left, trying to force it to be still. Why is it doing that? He wanted to squeeze it off.

			Since the day he took office, he had led in the face of great uncertainty, but he was always bolstered by the strong people around him. He wasn’t sure he could bear the weight of his responsibilities alone. He felt isolated.

			Helena opened the door again, interrupting his thoughts. “Sir, the woman is insisting …”

			“No one,” he said through gritted teeth, “in or out of the capitol.”
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			Ela stood on the capitol steps, waiting. Its blue marble and gold dome glinted in the setting sun. It had been many years since she had been to the Capitol. It was a beautiful building, but she preferred the Roundhouse, of course, and the thought of it made her heart fill with sadness. She didn’t try to push it down or lock it away. She let is pass through her and focused the emotional energy into the task at hand. She looked down at the crystal hanging around her neck. Though stripped of its power, it served as a reminder of the sacrifice Maia had made for humanity—and of all of the sacrifices so many others had made to get her to this point.

			It was imperative that she reach the governor. He had declared a state of emergency. The story was everywhere. “Blackout at Civic Center Park,” one paper’s headline read. A magazine, albeit one of questionable reputation, had a headline that read, “Feds use Bioweapons on Innocent Civilians?” It couldn’t be missed. From New Boulder to Congress Park, it was the story on everyone’s lips. It bored into their minds, festering and feeding their worst fears. Left unchecked, it was a recipe for disaster.

			The story was running wild, fueled by media that were making far-fetched, unsubstantiated claims. They need to know what actually happened. But Ela winced at the thought. Will anyone believe me? Despite being hardy, sensible people, Coloradans were on edge, almost hysterical, and Kyle Anders’s absence from the public eye was compounding the problem. It was important Ela give Kyle the information he needed to put the people at ease, but she had been forestalled at the capitol doors for hours now, and she was no closer to meeting him face-to-face than when she had been at the top of Mount Evans.

			The blackout, the mass loss of consciousness at Kyle’s rally, was an unforeseen consequence of the genetic changes caused by channeling her song through the Crystal of Tears. She remembered how her harmonies radiated out like ripples on a pond. The flame is lit, may it burn bright.

			The guard returned for the second time. “The capitol is under lockdown, ma’am. I am afraid I cannot let you in. Governor’s orders.”

			After everything she had been through, she was finally on the doorstep of her greatest ally, and she was being turned away. “You told the governor my name, didn’t you?”

			“It was passed along, ma’am, yes.”

			“Passed along isn’t good enough. He hasn’t been given my name, or I wouldn’t be standing here!” Her voice carried a note of authority, and she felt heat rising in her cheeks. How much she had changed from the meek, graceful lady who surrendered the Land of Enchantment.

			The guard snapped back at her, “I don’t know what to tell you, but you show up here without any credentials or identification after a major attack and expect the doors to open for you like you’re the queen of England? Not going to happen. All I can do is pass the message along. The governor isn’t seeing anyone right now.”

			“Well, if I can’t speak with the governor, where is General Nordstern?”

			At the mention of General Nordstern, the guard’s face turned to marble. He stared off into the distance, lips pressed tightly together. She had hit a nerve, and that worried her more than anything else. There was something at play here, something more than what she was seeing on the surface, and she knew she wasn’t going to get anything else out of the guard. That was abundantly clear. She could, of course, sing her way in, but a feeling in the pit of her stomach told her that path would make things worse. If she had learned anything on her journey since Santa Fe, it was to listen to her instincts.

			She nodded respectfully at the guard and retreated. If she couldn’t see the governor, and she couldn’t see Henry, she would seek out other Singers. I will go straight to the source.

			A shiver ran up her spine despite the early summer heat; an ice-cold breeze tickled her cheek. It came from the east. She turned and tuned her senses. She could feel the chorus of dissonance beating like war drums, could almost see the dark clouds forming. A great storm is coming for us all. She hadn’t come this far only to lay down and roll over. Dagon is coming. I will prepare the Singers with or without Kyle Anders.
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			“That’s her!” Xavier said, pointing.

			“Who?” his mother asked.

			“The lady from my dream. The lady who called to me.”

			“That was only a dream, Xavier. Nothing more. Now lay back down and rest.” Fey tried to make him lay down, but he pushed her away and swung his legs over the side of the hospital bed.

			A nurse was questioning the lady from his dream. “I’ll need to see some identification, ma’am. Only family members of the patients are allowed in this part of the hospital.”

			“There is nothing wrong with your patients,” the lady said. Xavier stood and walked toward the curtain, peering through it.

			“Xavier,” Fey hissed, “lay back down!” He ignored her.

			“Are you a doctor?” the nurse asked suspiciously.

			“No, but I have information for your providers that could be helpful.”

			The nurse shook her head. “I’m afraid if you are unable to show us any identification or credentials, I am going to have to ask you to leave.” The nurse waved to the security guard standing by the door. Xavier took another step forward, and that’s when he heard it. It sounded like wind whistling through treetops, like a raging waterfall, and like a crackling fire all at once. The sound was so loud, he staggered back from the curtain.

			“I really think you should …” Fey Tan started to say, but Xavier pointed, and his mother’s words died on her lips. The security guard was pounding on the air, as if blocked by an invisible force. The guard shouted at the top of his lungs, but his voice sounded distant, muffled, as if he were under water.

			The scene had everyone’s attention. The nurse stepped back, almost tripping over her own feet, but the lady from Xavier’s dream kept talking as if they were chatting over a cup of tea.

			“I am not here to frighten you,” she said in a soothing voice. “I am not here to hurt anyone, but I will not leave this hospital without being heard.” She looked over at Xavier. They locked eyes. A voice whispered gently at the back of his mind. “Step forward, Singer.”

			Why … did she call me that? Xavier had never been much of a singer. Fey grabbed his arm, but he flicked it away. “You can hear the sound of my song, can’t you?” The soft voice sounded in his mind.

			“Yes,” he whispered, awestruck.

			“Who are you talking to?” Fey demanded. Xavier ignored her.

			A large audience was gathering around Xavier, the nurse, and the lady. Behind them, the guard continued to pound on the invisible wall, but the lady from the dream ignored him and carried on, addressing everyone in the room. She was somehow amplifying her voice, and it echoed through the halls. “Hear me,” the lady said. “My name is Ela Argenta.” Chatter rippled through the growing crowd of nurses, doctors, family, and patients. Ela Argenta was—or had been—the lieutenant governor of New Mexico.

			“The patients you have here are not sick. They were not attacked by any malicious force or weapon. Their condition was a temporary side effect.”

			“A side effect of what?” one of the doctors asked impatiently.

			“They all carry a dormant gene that was activated, or rather, reactivated. It is somewhat difficult to explain, but these people you are treating are not ill. They are … special. They can do things that others cannot.”

			“The woman is crazy! Get her out of here!” one of the parents shouted. Apparently, the mysterious force blocking the guard wasn’t convincing enough.

			A burly orderly stepped forward to handle the situation, but Ela opened her palms face down. Xavier felt the vibrations, the frequencies, coming from her. They felt like thunder and sounded like waves crashing on a rocky beach. I can … I can see the sound. Then, Ela Argenta levitated, hovering in midair. The orderly stopped dead in his tracks, mouth agape. There were gasps and exclamations from the crowd. The halls were now packed as far back as Xavier could see.

			“Is this proof enough? These patients—your children, sisters, mothers, brothers, everyone that is being cared for here—can do what I am doing now.” She rose even higher. “They are empowered to protect us not only from eastern aggression, but from a threat you can’t even begin to imagine.” The crowd was silent, awestruck. “You need more proof?” She waved her hand, signaling Xavier to come closer. “Can you see the frequencies? Can you feel them?” Her voice echoed in his mind the way it had in the dream. He nodded.

			“Hear the water and the wind. Feel them. Let their resonance become a part of you and let their vibrations flow through you. Clear your mind of everything but the substance of those sounds, and then be the source of the sounds.”

			He closed his eyes and felt his mind empty. He felt the song begin to course through him, dancing within every cell, membrane, and muscle. It built until he could no longer contain it, and then he let it go, channeling it toward the ground. He felt his feet leave the floor as he floated into the air, weightless. Another excited murmur rippled through the crowd. Xavier realized he wasn’t the only one. Dozens of others were hovering in the air. After a few moments, Ela slowly sank back to the floor.

			 “How is this possible?” a doctor shouted.

			Ela walked over to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I assure you, it can all be explained by science. I will do my best to guide you and your colleagues to the answers you seek.” She motioned for him to stand beside her.

			“Is there anyone who requires more proof?” No one spoke. A deep hush fell over the people as they waited for her to speak again.

			Ela continued. “We need to start training these people, these Singers, as soon as possible. Our enemies are on our doorstep, and they will not wait for us to prepare a proper defense.” She turned to the doctor at her side. “I imagine you would like your wing back. Of course, we will liaise with your people and make sure you have what you need to find the answers that you seek. They will be beneficial to all of us.”

			The doctor bowed his head respectfully.

			Fey Tan stepped forward, her eyes narrowed into slits so thin that Xavier wasn’t sure how she was able to see at all. “The governor’s orders were to keep everyone here.”

			Ela turned to Xavier’s mom and gave her an appraising look. “You let me worry about the governor.”

			Fey wasn’t backing down. “You do not have the authority to storm in here and countermand the governor’s orders, even with your parlor tricks.”
Xavier was furious. Fey had seen everyone levitate. How can she be so thick? Ela shook her head, giving him a look that said, “I’ll handle this.”

			“Actually, I do have the authority. I am the acting governor of New Mexico. As such, I am a member of the Governing Council of the Coalition, and in a state of emergency, any council member may give an executive order. The governor did declare a state of emergency, did he not?” Ela’s new medical liaison nodded, as did several other people in the crowd.

			“Then it is settled.” Ela turned back to Fey. “I do not mean you any disrespect, but if you wish to appeal my decision, you may take it up directly with Governor Anders, but good luck with that. He seems to be rather difficult to reach these days.”

			Xavier was worried; from the expression on his mom’s face that she wasn’t going to let this go. Well, if she wants to waste her energy on appealing to the governor, so be it, but my mind is made up. I’m going with Ela Argenta.

			“Patients, and any family members who wish to join us, we will set up our base of operations at New Boulder.” Ela turned on her heel and strode toward the doors. Everyone stood aside to let her through, including the disheveled, exasperated security guard. A steady stream of people fell in behind her, including Xavier. Fey grabbed his arm, nails digging into his skin, but he yanked it away. He turned to her and placed his hands on her shoulders.

			“Mom … I love you, but I am not a kid anymore. You can’t tell me what to do or how to live my life.” He kissed her on the cheek. He would always love and take care of her the best he could, but he now had a greater purpose. It’s time for me to be my own man.
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			The guard handed her the piece of paper. He saluted. “Ms. Wick.”

			

			“You may go.” Helena, Governor Anders’ executive assistant, waved him away, and he promptly departed. She waited until she was sure he had gone. She opened the memo, read it once, struck a match, and held it up to the slip of paper. The corner caught fire. She flicked the memo onto the brazier in the fireplace next to her desk and watched it burn.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 23: 
Resurrection

			Mahler opened his mouth to scream, but his voice was so scratched and hoarse from the last several days, nothing but a weak puff of hot breath escaped his lips. He had already given Dagon everything, every access code, every asset, every bit of information. There was no use resisting. Once the beast entered the White House, the government fell to Dagon within hours—the president and his staff were executed, Congress eradicated, and the Supreme Court literally obliterated. The building no longer existed. Whatever remained of the republic had been extinguished. The only thing that remained intact was its military apparatus. I walked right into his trap, but until I find a way to neutralize him, I must do everything, be everything, and think everything Dagon desires of me. That last part was the most important. His thoughts were no longer private. Dagon could see into his mind, could seize it, and could control it. If I can’t learn to control my own mind, Dagon will do it for me, or worse …

			Dagon giggled. It was odd for such a powerful creature to inhabit such a small child. “Good, Eric, good. You are capable of learning.”

			Relief coursed through his body as Dagon healed him. He felt strength and clarity flow back into his mind. He had lost count of how many times they had done this. Each time he hoped it would be the last time, but as soon as Dagon picked up on this train of thought, the beast restarted the cycle of torture. This time, Mahler kept his mind empty, devoid of any emotion.

			“Most humans would be dead by now. The mind would have caved, giving up on the body,” Dagon chirped, skipping around the room. “I am pleased to see you have learned to better control your mind. It is one of your race’s most abhorrent traits. You see a pretty girl, or a hamburger, and all your focus vanishes. You become mindless animals.” Dagon laughed. “I imagine it’s why your race has made such painfully slow progress.”

			

			Dagon spat on the ground in front of Mahler, but Mahler remained neutral, centered. Dagon continued his monologue. “The Pleiades were wrong to put such faith in your race. They were blinded by the similarities, and it led to their downfall. Your race is meant to serve. There is simply no other purpose for you. You have not managed to unite. You remain divided, constantly pulling and pushing one another in different directions. So much so, I’m surprised there is a planet left to fight over at all.”

			Dagon paced back and forth. “Twelve thousand years, Eric. Twelve thousand years have passed since I was imprisoned, and you haven’t even managed to colonize your own solar system. It’s pathetic.” Dagon placed a finger on his lip and turned to Mahler. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

			Mahler nodded in ascent. “Yes, Lord.”

			Dagon smiled widely. “You aren’t like the rest of your race, are you, Eric?”

			Mahler thought carefully before answering. “I share the same weaknesses, but I will strive to overcome them in your service.”

			Dagon’s eyes glinted red, and his smile grew even wider. “You are remarkable. Don’t let it go to your head. Trust me. I’ll know if you do, but I think you and I are going to do great things together. Do you promise to serve and protect me, even at the cost of your own life?”

			Mahler felt the invisible bonds that pinned him to the wall release. I know what I must do. He staggered a few paces from the wall and dropped to his knees, placing his head on the floor. “I do, my Lord.”

			Dagon seemed pleased. “Do not think to betray me. I will know. Keep your mind in check, Agent, or we will resume these little sessions.” He turned on his heel and strode toward the door. “Come, my pet. We are going to Colorado Springs. It is time to put this pointless war to an end and bring the rest of the Atlantides under my control.”
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			Grayish brown blurs came into focus, revealing a humble home. It was clean and tidy, but in grave disrepair. The ceiling sagged toward the center of the room, and brown spots stained once-white walls. The wood framing looked pocked and rotten, and a cold draft chilled him to his bones.

			Ottavio could hear someone shuffling around. “Hello!” he said weakly. The shuffling stopped, and he heard old floorboards creak as someone walked across them. A few moments later, a middle-aged woman stood over him. Her black hair was streaked with gray and pulled tightly into a bun, and a sari flowed elegantly from her shoulders to her feet. She looks so … familiar.

			“You’re awake! I was about ready to call it quits on you.” Her accent gracefully carried the spiced notes of her Indian heritage on a palate of British education.

			“Where …” the word caught in Ottavio’s throat, and it triggered a coughing fit. The woman glided back into the kitchen. She returned with a glass half filled with water and held it to his lips. The liquid had a metallic bite, but it was cool, and it soothed his throat.

			“Thank you,” he rasped. “Where am I? How did I get here?” His throat was still raw, but he managed to say the words slowly, without inducing another coughing fit.

			“I found you a few days ago. It looked like you were thrown out with the garbage. Who would do such a thing?” She looked so indignant that it made him laugh, but the laughing was too much for his inflamed airways, and he started coughing again. The woman went back to the kitchen for more water.

			Does she not know the world she lives in? It was rife with moral detritus … decay and flagrant indecency; it was dangerous, more dangerous than even he had realized. The fact of the matter was that anyone from the janitor who cleaned his lab to the president might have done such a thing without batting an eye.

			His last memories began to creep back in. He winced as an image of the senate hearing flashed through his mind. Then there was Dagon and his last moments in the metro station. There were only flickers, fleeting moments after that, but there had been blood. A lot of blood. He reached up and touched his head. It was rough and bumpy. He shivered, and he was hit by an uncontrollable need to retch. There was nothing in his stomach, and the heaving sent his body spiraling out of control. His sides began to seize. His panicked mind logjammed as he struggled to breathe between heaving and coughing. The pressure building within him felt like it was going to snap his ribs, and his chest felt like it was on fire.

			The woman sat calmly beside him and placed a hand on his back. “Focus your mind,” she said soothingly. “Calm yourself. Center your thoughts. Think of your muscles relaxing. Think of your lungs and throat clearing so you can breathe. You can’t breathe because you think you can’t. Think you can.” The words were kind and gentle. He hung onto them, grabbing them like a lifeline, and he pulled them into himself. He repeated her instructions over and over in his mind like a mantra, and gradually his thoughts began to settle. He felt himself separate from the chaos within him, almost as if he were floating away. He was removed from the tumult of his physical body, which was struggling to both expel and inhale at the same time. He found he was able to regain control of his thoughts, and he imagined his muscles relaxing, and they did. He imagined his lungs and throat clearing, and they cleared.

			“Sometimes the ailment is not of the body”—the woman pointed at his abdomen—“but comes from the mind. I have healed you to the best of my ability. The rest is up to you.”

			Her generosity was so unusual, the exception rather than the rule in this day and age, and he couldn’t help but wonder. The question came from him, as if it were the thing his coughing and retching were trying to expel from him. “Why have you been so kind? You do not even know me.”

			Her eyes twinkled, and she flashed him a mysterious smile. “On the contrary, Dr. Aurilla, I know exactly who you are. The question is, do you?”
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			Marissa pressed her ear to the porthole and listened. The portholes, as she called them now, seemed to randomly appear, and they didn’t always serve the same function. Sometimes they let her see. Sometimes they let her hear. Sometimes they let her hear and see. However, she preferred the ones that allowed her to listen, because not only could she hear what was going on around her, but she also seemed to be able to catch snippets of her captor’s thoughts.

			At this point, she was certain she was trapped in her own mind. It was a conclusion that would seem like outlandish science fiction to an adult despite the insurmountable evidence supporting it, but Marissa was not an adult, and due to her unique childhood, she was not indoctrinated to see the world through the filters of the same dogmatic, limited biases as her older counterparts or even other children her age. She simply saw the evidence before her, clean and unvarnished by laws, opinion, race, or accent.

			Once she had figured out what was happening to her, she had been furious, but she kept herself calm and focused. Now that she knew “the where,” she needed to figure out who, or what, was controlling her body. She was equally curious about how the who or the what was doing what it did, but it wasn’t nearly as important as figuring out how to get it out of her.

			As far as she could tell, she had a few advantages. She didn’t seem to need sleep or nourishment. She always felt fresh and sharp and was able to make continuous observations. Furthermore, it seemed that she had the luxury of taking all the time she needed to figure out how to reverse her current condition.

			It seemed that whatever or whoever stole her body was not aware of her presence. If she was right, it gave her a large tactical advantage. If she was wrong, it could lead to a number of potentially disastrous outcomes if she decided to make a move. From the bits of her jailor’s thoughts, she had been able to overhear, she knew it desired one thing above all else. It hungers for consciousness energy. It wants to consume it. Every last shred of it.

			Its current thoughts reconfirmed this. Marissa was getting a very strong impression that it desired a new body, partly because it wanted something that better suited it, but more because it was hungry. Really hungry. It preferred consuming powerful, resilient minds, and it was slowly savoring the consciousness of the one named Eric Mahler. She glimpsed flashes of his torture, and it made her grateful that she was in here, and he was out there.

			“Pave the way, and we will come.” The words rang as clear as a bell, reverberating throughout the entire mindscape. It was the second time she had heard them, but they didn’t seem like they came from her body snatcher. It was hard enough to decipher between its thoughts, its feelings, and external conversation. It was all muddled and jumbled, as if she were listening to a huge crowd of people muttering to themselves. Also, the body snatcher seemed to be able to hold multiple lines of thought at any given time, something that impressed, but also confused, her, and the thoughts didn’t always come in the form of decipherable language. Sometimes they came as a rapid percussion of foreign sounds, and sometimes they presented as emotion. Those were the strongest, the emotional thoughts, but this phrase she kept hearing was clearer than everything else. Pave the way, and we will come. Is the soul-eating monster telepathic? It stood to reason that if it could eat thoughts, it could certainly receive them, but it didn’t seem relevant. Whoever was sending the messages was nothing more than a curiosity, a problem for a different day that had little, if anything, to do with her current predicament.

			Her most workable solution hinged on the monster wanting a different body. If I can somehow encourage this evil, body-snatching demon, without alerting it to my presence, to take another host, I might be able to literally jump back into my own skin. It was the best option she had, the one most likely to succeed, but there was still a lot to learn and plan. She would continue to wait and watch and bide her time until she was sure her plan would succeed. In a perfect world, the monster would take a host of its own accord, and she wouldn’t have to do anything, but Marissa knew that she lived in a world that was far from perfect, and as she had learned, success often hinged on one’s own wits, work, and preparation. She wasn’t about to leave her fate to fate.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 24: 
The Grand Chorus

			Helena smiled as she walked toward the governor’s office. Everything is falling into place. Ela Argenta almost ruined all her carefully laid plans, years of work, but the woman had somehow managed to do the one thing that put her squarely at odds with Governor Anders. People always saw Ela as so kind and graceful, but Helena had always seen her for what she was—a pompous, self-absorbed, dimwitted cow.

			She couldn’t wait to tell Anders how his once precious allies were plotting so seditiously against him. It would only further exacerbate his paranoia. I have him right where I want him. She stopped at her desk for the mysterious substance that had been given to her, tapped a few drops into his freshly steamed latte, and swirled it a bit. She had no idea what it was. She had her suspicions, but Mahler didn’t like to share … anything. He instructed her to put it in the governor’s coffee in the morning, and so that’s exactly what she did. She had been doing it for months, watching as the great Governor Kyle Anders slowly lost his mind.

			She knocked gently on his door.

			“Who is it?” Kyle demanded angrily. His once gentle, understanding disposition was replaced by angry irritation. Good.

			“Just me, sir,” she replied through the door. “I brought you your usual.” She had played the part of the meek secretary for so many years now that it was second nature. She didn’t even have to think about it.

			She waited for a minute or so but finally took his lack of response as consent to enter. He stood at the window looking out onto the city, as he often did. He took the latte without looking at her.

			“I don’t know how to say this …”

			“What, Helena?” His voice was sharp.

			

			“I know your thoughts are with General Nordstern …”

			“He is a good man,” Anders said, cutting her off.

			“The best. However, I am afraid there is another, more serious, matter that needs your attention.” With Henry Nordstern out of the way, she controlled the flow of information. She had to concentrate to keep herself from smiling. “I am afraid the victims of the Civic Center Park attack are not following your quarantine mandate.”

			Fury burned in his eyes. “What?” The word could have cut steel.

			“They left the hospital. It seems someone incited them to leave.”

			“Who is the traitorous bastard?” he hissed.

			She took a moment to look down at her feet, pretending to be frightened, fixed her glasses, and looked back up at him. “Ela Argenta, sir.”

			He looked shell-shocked and placed a hand on the windowsill to steady himself. He took a long deep swig of his coffee.

			Time for the kill shot. “She and her followers, if that’s what you want to call them, seem to be occupying the finished sections of New Boulder. She has gathered quite a retinue …” Helena knew this would push him over the edge. New Boulder was his brainchild, the gem of the Coalition. Ela countermanding his orders was one thing, but to do so and then set up shop in the place that symbolized the essence of his power only added insult to injury.

			A low, guttural growl emanated from his throat, and he hurled his coffee across the room. The sound grew into a full-bodied, bloodcurdling scream. The soft squishy sound of the coffee hitting the wall must not have had the intended stress-relieving effect he was seeking because he snatched up a heavy bronze paperweight and launched it at the door. He went on throwing various objects and screaming for several minutes until, spent, he placed his hands on his desk, panting.

			“Get me …” he said between breaths, “every available soldier”—he paused to swallow—“and police officer in Denver”—he pointed at the window—“and have them assemble in Civic Center Park. We are going to retake New Boulder by force, if necessary.”

			“Of course, sir,” Helena said with feigned deference. “Right away, sir.” She passively hunched her shoulders, rushing out of the room, and shut the door behind her. The near catastrophe of Ela Argenta’s appearance was becoming a blessing in disguise. The old cow had done more to destabilize the governor in a day than she had in a year. She supposed on some level she should thank Ela. Maybe I will … before I kill her.

			[image: ]

			Ela touched the Crystal of Tears hanging between her breasts and thought of the nuclear key hanging between Kara’s, as she looked out lost in thought. The view from the wide, upper tier of the New Boulder construction project made her feel as if she were standing at the helm of a spaceship. The slanted glass looked out over Golden, one of the original capitals of Colorado. It’s interesting how things tend to come full circle.

			Ela was impressed with Anders’s vision. She had heard stories in New Mexico, but to see the construction in person… . It was the crown jewel of the Coalition, of the whole country, maybe the planet. It was the future of sustainable cohabitation and industry. It would not only provide eco-friendly housing, but it would also serve as the seat of power for the Coalition and as its hub for commerce and science. Aside from its numerous functions and benefits, the building was breathtaking. From the outside, it looked like a great waterfall, its slanted glass windows cascaded down the sides of North Table Mountain, the top of which was covered with solar panels and windmills that generated enough power to meet the needs of New Boulder and Denver.

			The ambient energy here was perfect for singing. The natural resonance of the rock walls augmented the Singers’ abilities, almost as if New Boulder was designed specifically for them. The air held excitement and crackled with the energy of wonder and hope.

			Despite this, Ela was exhausted. She had just sent the Singers with earth affinity—they were calling themselves the Chorus of Terra—out into the field to practice their battle song there, so as not to bring the whole mountain down on them. Maia taught her all she could, but their time was so short that Ela was realizing she hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface. Where singing was concerned, the possibilities seemed endless, and with all that potential came a dizzying number of hazards.

			The first few days were grueling. The near endless list of tasks—averting singing catastrophes, designating practice areas, and identifying specialties, to name a few—had Ela running around like a madwoman. Finally, Xavier’s mother, Fey, grudgingly present after their standoff at the hospital, made the obvious suggestion that Ela needed to delegate safety and training to the most powerful Singers in their specialties. Despite Fey’s open hostility, Ela admired the woman’s practical tenacity and her dedication to her son. Fey’s suggestion led to the formation of the choruses, and even though she claimed that she had come for Xavier and not the “rebellion,” she was proving to be quite the contributor. There were now over fifteen hundred Singers with Ela, and the number was growing. The resonance of the building, combined with so many Atlantides singing in one place, was like slapping a neon “gifted and talented” sign on the front door.

			The logistics of housing and feeding so many people without Kyle Anders’s support was becoming an issue, but it wasn’t the only one. Ela was concerned for the governor. Something is wrong. He was surely aware of her presence, and hadn’t made a single attempt to reach her. It wasn’t like him. They were practically family.

			In fact, the governor hadn’t been seen for over a week. Aside from her personal concern, it was destabilizing the Coalition and its defense efforts, most of which were classified, so it wasn’t like she could step in and take over, even if the Articles of Alliance said that she could. To top it off, Henry Nordstern was missing. She tried calling an emergency session with the other council members, but they were preoccupied with taking advantage of the power vacuum left by the bunnies when they mysteriously withdrew from key positions. Yet another concern. Why are they doing that?

			Kyle had led them and kept the East at bay for so long that it was hard to fathom removing him from power, but if he was cracking under the pressure, Ela might be forced to do just that. They could not afford to fall apart right now. More than ever, they needed unified, strong leadership. Kyle didn’t understand what they were dealing with. They weren’t just facing the East now—the Feds, the bunnies—they were facing the resources of the East under Dagon’s command. If only he would talk to me! She rubbed her forehead. What a mess.

			“You need to get some sleep.” Ela looked up and saw Fey Tan standing over her. It was amazing how such a small woman could be so intimidating.

			Ela sighed. “I wish I could… .”

			 “You are not going to be any good to anyone if you collapse from exhaustion, even if you can reinforce yourself with your”—Fey was still having a hard time digesting the superhuman thing—“song. I think you need an executive assistant.” Fey raised an eyebrow.

			“Who?”

			“I will do it. Now go get some rest. You have a lecture in the amphitheater in four hours. I will come wake you in three. In the meantime, I will work on establishing processes for census, identification, and housing assignments.”

			Ela didn’t know what to say. She’d had a rocky start with Xavier’s mother, but Fey was a tough, shrewd lady. Even though she wasn’t a Singer, Fey Tan was as powerful as any of them. She seemed to have the magical ability to always appear at the right times, dispensing her practical, sound advice. She wasn’t afraid to challenge Ela, and she had a stake in this fight as much as anyone. Good leaders surrounded themselves with people who asked the right questions and pushed back at the right times. “OK, you’re hired although I’m not really sure I have a choice in the matter.”

			A rare smile twitched at the corner of Fey’s mouth. “That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said all day.”

			Ela managed a weak smile. “I’ll be off to make sure the Chorus of Terra is …”

			“I’ve already seen to it.” Fey’s smile was gone.

			“Then there are just a few documents I need …”

			“Bed, now.” Fey pointed in the direction of her sleeping quarters. The woman really doesn’t mess around. Ela pushed herself to her feet and did as she was told. Song or no song, she didn’t think she was any match right now for a force of nature like Fey Tan.

			Four hours later, Ela stood in front of the full assembly of Singers, the newly named Grand Chorus. She was having trouble keeping up with the constantly growing lexicon of terms being used to describe the blossoming culture of Singers; she made a mental note to ask Fey to start documenting it. A Singer’s dictionary. We are building a new way of life here… . I only hope it has the chance to flourish and grow.

			She was pleased to see that, as much as possible, Singers of the same specialties, the same choruses, seemed to be sitting together. “Thank you all for coming! Chorus of Terra”—she gestured to where they were sitting and they cheered—“Chorus of Winds, Chorus of Poseidon, Choruses of Asclepius, Hephaestus and Zeus.” They all shouted and whooped, trying to outdo the last group as she pointed to each one. Nothing wrong with a little friendly competition.

			She waved her hands, and the audience settled. From the corner of her eye, Fey caught her attention. She stepped forward, whispering in Ela’s ear, “I think we should use this time to identify as many specialties as possible.”

			Ela nodded. She had been working with Xavier and the other chorus heads over the last few days to help with the identification process, but there was no quick and easy way to do it. They were required to do it one by one, the same way Maia had identified Ela’s own affinity. It was a painstaking, slow process. Some people saw their strings illuminate right away. Some required multiple sessions over several days, and some didn’t know what their string meant.

			Fey’s advice was sound, but it was easier said than done, especially for someone who couldn’t sing. Now is not the time to get into it.

			“I know a lot of you want to develop your skills, and we are working toward that end.” A hush fell over the amphitheater. “I also know there is a lot of concern about housing and food, and we are going to get to that.” She paused. “Before we begin, I would like to say something on a more serious note, and it is not meant as a lecture, but a reminder. We are all here because we are special. I know these last few days have been exciting and fun, if not a little chaotic.” She looked back at Fey and smiled at her before continuing. “However, I want to impress upon you the seriousness of what we are facing. Being a Singer carries a great purpose and even greater responsibility, for we are literally the last line of defense, not only for the Coalition, but for the ideals on which it is founded: freedom, democracy, sustainability, innovation, and peace… .” She took off her glasses, leaning forward on the podium.

			“No pressure, right?” A small chuckle ran through the crowd, and she smiled sadly at them. “The truth is that most of you will see battle before this is over, and some of you may die. If you are here solely to develop your talents, I would ask that you leave now.” She pointed at the auditorium exits. A handful of people stood up and walked out, but nearly everyone stayed.

			“Good. Now we can begin.” She centered her mind and opened herself up to her song. It flowed through her, and she anchored it to the red stones on which she stood. The audience was enraptured. She knew every one of the Singers could see the frequencies she was holding, and she plucked on the one that shone the brightest to her. It sent a healing vibration out into the crowd, and there was a gasp as scrapes and cuts and bruises vanished.

			“My affinity is to the resonance of the human body. Each and every one of you has your own affinity. Will all the Singers with an unidentified specialty please stand?” About three quarters of the auditorium stood. I have my work cut out for me.

			Fey stepped up beside her and said, “On the topic of identifying specialties, Xavier has an idea. He and the other heads of the choruses would like to join you on the stage.”

			“OK,” Ela said, not quite sure where this was going. I wish she would have said something sooner.

			Fey called out over the crowd, “Will the heads of the choruses please come onstage?”

			Once onstage with the other heads of the choruses, Xavier approached Ela. “I think we can identify everyone here and now,” he said under his breath.

			

			She wasn’t pleased with the unplanned interruption, but he had Ela’s attention. “Oh? Well, let’s hear it.”

			“If each of the chorus heads can project and amplify a string of their affinity toward the center of the amphitheater, the strength of the frequencies may allow unidentified Singers to see their affinities as well. If our theory is correct, we will be able to settle the matter of chorus assignments here and now.”

			Ela nodded. That might work. Ela was nearly as new at this as everyone else, but the one thing she knew was that her instincts about singing were usually right. It was like an extra sense. If it felt right, it was right. If it felt off, it was off, like an out-of-tune piano or a saxophone player hitting the wrong note.

			“OK, let’s give it a shot. I will add my own amplification to the strings.” Until she found someone better suited to the task, she was the head of the Chorus of Asclepius, the healers, in addition to being the headmistress, a councilwoman for the Coalition, and acting governor of New Mexico. She almost laughed at how ridiculous it sounded in her head. Xavier gave her a quick, shy smile and stepped back, nodding to the other chorus heads. They began to sing. Ela opened herself to as many frequencies as she could hold and began channeling them into a ball. It grew in a wonderful spectrum of color and tones, and it hummed and pulsed. It sounded like a symphony tuning its instruments right before the conductor walked on stage. It danced and pulsed—a rainbow of music.

			Finally, it was as complete as they could make it. Ela used her own natural frequency to thrust it into the center of the amphitheater. The glowing, pulsing, singing orb hovered over the crowd. A wave of awed murmurs rippled through the Singers. All eyes were fixated on it. Ela remembered how Maia taught her to sing in Atlantis and repeated the ancient being’s words to the Grand Chorus. This feels right. “Singers, empty your minds of all thought, and at the same time, seek to extend your presence beyond your body.” It feels like Maia is with me now.
The heads of the choruses continued to augment the sound sphere. The deep tones of the earth intermingled with the whimsical sounds of the air, the sound of water, the crackle of electricity, the spark of fire, and sounds she had no description for. Then, like yarn, the sound sphere began to unravel, and strings of natural frequency settled on the crowns of each Singer until all Singers standing had their own string.

			“Raise your hand if you know what your string means,” Ela instructed them. Half of the hands in the auditorium went up. Better than trying to identify them one at a time.

			“For those of you who do not know, memorize the color and tone of the string that touched you. We will work to identify it later.” Ela could feel adrenaline pumping through her. She was exhilarated by what she and the chorus heads accomplished there that day. She turned back to Xavier. “How did you come up with that?”

			“It wasn’t all me, ma’am. Theodore, head of the Chorus of Hephaestus, came up with the bare-bones concept. The rest of us figured out how to put it into practice.” Xavier looked shyly at his feet.

			Ela lifted his chin. “Thank you, Xavier.” She locked eyes with the rest of the chorus heads. “Thank you all. You’ve saved us countless hours, hours we can now use to prepare for what is coming.”

			She was about to ask the newly identified Singers to form a line so that they could document and organize the information when a gasp ran through the crowd. People started pointing and shouting. Ela realized they were looking past her, and she turned. A man had stumbled onto the stage. He was wearing a military uniform covered in blood. He staggered toward Ela. She backed away, remembering that fateful night at the Roundhouse, but the man collapsed in front of her. She kneeled and rolled him over. It’s the guard who wouldn’t let me into the capitol.

			“The governor is coming for you,” the man gasped. Ela quickly directed bands of healing song into him, but it was too late. The warning was his final act, and he died in her arms.

			[image: ]

			

			The death of the guard on the amphitheater stage was a wakeup call for everyone. The buoyant, excited energy of the last several days was infused with a heaviness, a note of serious resolve, reinforcing Ela’s words. The Conservatory is preparing for battle.

			Theodore, head of the Chorus of Hephaestus, had coined the name “Conservatory”, which was way cooler than “New Boulder”, and it caught like wildfire. The clever name laced their purpose and place with legitimacy and authority. The Conservatory and the Singers are a force to be reckoned with.

			Even after the guard’s warning and public death, Ela quickly proceeded with the task of assigning Singers to their respective choruses. “We cannot afford the luxury of shock. We do not have time to process and grieve. There will be time for that later, but our enemies are coming for us now, and we must be ready.” Ela’s words echoed in Xavier’s head. He couldn’t imagine the weight she was bearing for all of them. He had only been the head of the Chorus of Poseidon for a few days, and the weight of his meager responsibilities were pressing down on him. If she can handle all of that by herself, I can at least do this one thing.

			Xavier was also glad to see his mom working so closely with Ela. He knew how organized and efficient she was. It was great that Ela had someone like her to help with day-to-day operations, but on a personal level, Xavier was happy Fey had decided to join the cause and help. He liked having her close. They hadn’t spoken since the hospital, and they hadn’t parted on the best of terms. I hope I have a chance to speak to her today, to congratulate her on her new position. He could hope, but the work ahead seemed daunting, endless.

			Under Ela’s orders, the choruses were to ramp up training and collaboration, particularly combat singing. The Chorus of Poseidon and the Chorus of Winds were working closely on creating giant hail to take out the eastern armies. The Chorus of Light was close to creating and maintaining decoy illusions, complete with cavalry, infantry, and command. The Chorus of Zeus, aptly named, was mastering battle lightening, and the Chorus of Terra had perfected targeted miniearthquakes. We will need every advantage we can get.

			Xavier rushed along the seventh deck of the Conservatory, ignoring the grandeur of the view through the massive, slanted windows as the sun began to peek over the horizon to the east. The heads of the choruses had a standing strategy meeting with Ela every morning at sunrise, and he was late. He walked into the war room a few minutes past 5:30 a.m., relieved to see he wasn’t the only one arriving a little late.

			Ela started the meeting just as the head of the Chorus of Winds trotted in behind Xavier. “I know last night was a long one, and no one slept much, but in the future, I will expect you all to be here on time,” she said gently, but firmly. There were dark circles under her eyes. Xavier knew that she probably had slept less than anyone else, if at all, and she had managed to be there on time. It made him want to be better, to do better.

			Ela continued. “I know you all have questions, but I fear I have more questions than answers myself. What I am about to say does not leave this room.” She looked each and every chorus head individually in the eyes to make sure they understood, and they nodded their heads in acknowledgment. “As I feared, Kyle Anders is compromised.” A murmur ran through the room. “Quiet, please.” She held up her hand for silence. “We do not know much, but we do know that he has assembled a force and is headed this way. Our best guess is that he is intending to retake the Conservatory by force. I have known Governor Anders for many years. He would never take such action against his own people”—she paused to swallow—“unless he were mentally ill or otherwise affected.” A few people hung their heads, shaking them in sorrow.

			“He will be here within the day. This is our most immediate concern. We cannot kill our own people. I will not allow it. I would rather surrender than start a civil war. However, I am also not willing to surrender the Conservatory. We have organized here, and we have bigger threats to the east that are not going to wait on us to regroup and reorganize somewhere else. I know we do not know one another well, but based on what I have seen, all of you have taken it upon yourselves to help others and contribute constructive ideas. That is why you are the heads of your respective choruses. That is why you are here in this room. We need ideas, and we need them now.”

			A great hush fell over the room, and Xavier could feel the frustration and grief. A few moments passed, and then Ela spoke softly. “I know none of you chose this. I know you care for Kyle Anders. We will do everything we can to bring back the man we know and love, but we have to come up with a way to stop him, to unify the people here, because if we lose here, we lose the war with the east. You all know what is at stake. Dagon will stop at nothing less than the total enslavement of humanity. Game over. If we can’t contain the situation here, we might as well lay down and surrender to Dagon now. If you don’t think you are cut out for this, leave now, and I will select a replacement from your chorus.”

			 “We could hide the Conservatory with illusion,” said Yvette, the dainty, long-haired head of the Chorus of Light, in her sweet, musical voice.

			“OK,” Ela nodded, “that’s an idea. You think your chorus can hide the whole mountain, Yvette? What happens if Anders realizes it’s an illusion and marches in here? Can you maintain a comprehensive, interactive holographic image that will truly trick him?”

			“I … I … don’t know,” she said.

			“Then go. Work on it. Practice with your chorus and see what you can do. Thank you for your contribution.” Ela bowed her head respectfully, and Yvette left the room. “What else, people?” she said with more energy.

			“We could attempt to create some kind of barrier,” Xavier said, speaking up. “Maybe the Chorus of Winds and the Chorus of Poseidon could work together to create an ice wall. We’re getting pretty good at making hail. It’s not that far of a leap.”

			The head of the Chorus of Zeus looked at him incredulously. “Ice? Have you been outside? It would melt as soon as you could get it up.”

			Ela held up her hand. “There are no stupid ideas here. We’re brainstorming. A barrier. I like it, but Kristoff is right. Ice would be a disaster.”

			The head of the Chorus of Terra chimed in, “We could raise a ridge between the Conservatory and Denver.”

			Ela looked at her. “Do you think you could move that much earth without creating a sinkhole or an earthquake?”

			Georgia sucked in a ragged breath through her teeth. “I don’t think so, ma’am. No.”

			“What about an electromagnetic field?” The short, stocky head of the Chorus of Hephaestus was no more than sixteen years old, and all eyes turned on him.

			“Like a force field?” Kristoff said in disbelief.

			“Precisely,” he replied.

			“How would this be done?” Ela asked, leaning forward.

			“Well …”—Theodore paused and turned to Xavier—“do you think it would be possible to create a dome of moisture around the mountain?”

			Xavier thought about it for a moment then nodded. “That will be easy compared to some of the more complex singing we’ve been doing with the Chorus of Winds.”

			Theodore nodded. “Does anyone have a map of the mountain?”

			Ela only needed to look at Fey, and she hurried out of the room. She returned a few minutes later and rolled out a map on the table. Everyone huddled over it. Theodore took out a pencil and marked five points around the Conservatory and a sixth in the center of the mountain. “I think if we are able to draw iron rods from the earth with the help of the Chorus of Terra at these points and combine those with a conductive dome of moisture, we could create a strong enough field to deter any incursion. The Chorus of Poseidon and the Chorus of Winds will create a dome of moisture over the complex. The dome needs to be an actual dome. The air inside of it will need to be dry, at least relatively diluted, unless you want to electrocute the entire Conservatory.”

			Theodore looked at Kristoff. “We will need the Chorus of Zeus to charge the field. If we pull it off, it should act like a giant electric fence. Once the rods are raised, we will need one Singer at each rod from the Chorus of Winds, Poseidon, and Zeus to maintain the field.”

			Zella, head of the Chorus of Winds, spoke for the first time. “I think we can do that, Xavier, don’t you? We’ll need to rotate our people in shifts.” Xavier nodded, and Kristoff followed suit, nodding his assent as well.

			“Give me a list of your people, and I will create the rotation schedule,” Fey offered.

			

			“It’s settled then!” Ela said. She turned to Theodore. “I want you, Kristoff, Xavier, Zella, and Georgia to work on creating a scale model of what we are about to do while the Chorus of Terra and the Chorus of Hephaestus raise the rods. If you can hold the scale model without electrocuting yourselves, we’ll proceed with the full shield. I want the Chorus of Asclepius standing by. If it doesn’t work out, we have Yvette’s plan to fall back on. Let’s get to it, people!”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 25: 
Backdoor

			Dagon walked through the rubble, Eric Mahler trailing him like a dog. The meager resistance these so-called rebels tried to put up was laughable. Those who resisted, perished. Fathers turned on their children, soldiers on one another. Sisters chased brothers down and slaughtered them in the streets. He had enjoyed every minute of it, and as the minutes went by, the more powerful he grew. He fed on the pain, letting it nourish him. The more minds he controlled, the more powerful his psychic ability became, and except for one small, annoying blind spot, he now had control of all the minds in the city.

			The mountain they called Cheyenne had shielding that was preventing him, even as powerful as he was now, from taking control of the few remaining rebels within. Without having an intimate knowledge of the base’s layout, he was hesitant to use space-time frequencies to open a portal. He could end up encased in solid rock, and he had spent more than his fair share of time trapped in stone. Twelve thousand years in the Crystal of Tears to be exact…. He frowned. The delay was unacceptable. He was ready to travel to the north to crush the heart of the Coalition. It was the last free government, the last organized bastion of hope for humanity. He needed to put an end to that reservoir of hope so he could begin paving the way for other Nephilim, his brethren. Hope had a nasty way of taking hold like a weed. If one didn’t exterminate it quickly and efficiently, it had a tendency to come back, tripping you up, slowing you down, and eventually strangling you in your sleep. That is precisely how Maia had defeated him and trapped him in the Crystal of Tears, and he wasn’t about to let it happen again.

			“Mahler”—Dagon said with his host’s high-pitched, childish voice—“I want you to start a full bombardment of the mountain. Do not stop until it is reduced to rubble. Whatever the cost, whatever you need to do to keep missiles launching. Do it.”

			Mahler nodded. “Forgive me for saying so …” Dagon knew exactly what he was going to say. He intertwined the frequencies of fire and thought and sent them straight into Mahler’s amygdala. The human screamed in pain and collapsed to his knees.

			“You must think I’m stupid. You don’t think I know that fortress was designed to withstand a nuclear attack?” He paused. Is that a surprise? Oh my … “You didn’t know I knew what a nuclear weapon was? Oh, Eric, have you not learned anything?” He increased the frequencies and watched with pleasure as Mahler seized, his eyes rolling back in his head. He threaded water into his song, stimulating the frontal cortex, and used a bit of air to push Eric’s tongue down. I don’t want to kill him … yet. He bent over him and tapped Mahler on the forehead. “I know everything you know.” Dagon waited a few more minutes and released the frequencies, letting them dissipate. Mahler panted like a dog, and Dagon kicked dirt in his face.

			“Forgive me, my Lord,” he managed to choke out. Dagon was growing bored with Mahler. At first, it had been fun punishing him, watching him succumb to his psychic powers, but training Mahler was turning into a lackluster exercise. Of course, Mahler had his strategic uses—his spy networks and ability to command the respect of the military—but Dagon now had a whole city full of fresh minds to squeeze.

			“Stand,” Dagon said with lazy indifference. Boredom always made him hungry for conscious energy. He reached out with a tendril of psychic power and selected one of his new minions for the meal.

			Somewhere else in the city a mother of two children collapsed. Her heart stopped as her essence—all her memories, personality, desires, and aspirations—were sucked from her. Her consciousness was wiped from the universe, as if she had never existed. Dagon smiled a wicked smile. It satisfied him like sinking his teeth into fresh meat. It felt squishy and plump, and he savored it. Delicious.

			He pointed at the mountain as he walked away from Mahler. “Bombard it.”
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			 The walls buckled as a massive concrete pillar began to split, cracks vining up through its massive trunk. Chunks of it fell to the ground, and dust filled the air, but Private Rell covered her face and kept moving, dodging through the debris. She rounded a corner and skidded to a halt just in time to avoid being crushed as a large piece of the ceiling crashed to the floor. Sparks from broken power lines showered the corridor ahead. She hesitated as she weighed her options. She could try to find a safer way around or she could take her chances. General Nordstern lay at the other end of the corridor. It was the most direct path. She wasn’t keen on getting herself electrocuted, but she wasn’t sure how much more of a beating NORAD could take. Another bomb exploded, and she was thrown against a wall but managed to stay on her feet. There would be no safer way around. It’s now or never. She covered her head with her jacket, prayed for luck, and darted down the corridor. Time seemed to stretch as she maneuvered around electrical cables and jagged rebar, but she finally reached the set of double doors at the end of the hall and pushed through them.

			She scanned the room. It was chaos, but not the kind she expected. She thought she would find a cave-in—crushed bodies and limbs, debris, and rebar everywhere. Command assumed there was a structural failure, but what she was looking at told a very different story. There were bodies, but they weren’t crushed, battered, or broken. The medical staff and the patients had been shot, executed. The scene sent a chill up her spine. The assassin is here.

			She pushed down her anger and bewilderment as she took a closer look at her surroundings. Something caught her eye. A man was slumped against a wall streaked with his own blood, a radio still clutched in his hand. She rushed over to him. He must be the medic who called command for backup. She checked his pulse. He was still alive. His eyes fluttered, and he flinched away from her. “Take it easy soldier. I’m here to help,” she said in the most reassuring voice she could manage. “What happened here? Can you speak?”

			He nodded. “Someone… .” He coughed, and she held her canteen to his lips, but he waved it away. He swallowed and took a breath. “Someone opened fire on the room.”

			“Who?” she asked urgently.

			“I … I don’t know. It all happened so fast, I …” His words fell short as he struggled for air. She was losing him.

			“Do you know where General Nordstern is? Is he alive?” The man raised his hand and pointed over her shoulder. His arm dropped limply to his lap, and the light faded from his eyes. She passed her hand over his face, closed his eyelids, and said a silent prayer for him.

			She looked over her shoulder. Another corridor branched off from the main sick bay. She pulled her sidearm and moved cautiously toward it. Her heart was pounding so hard she could feel it throbbing in her temples, drumming in her ears. She knew the general was close, but she also knew that meant that whoever killed these people, whoever betrayed them, was near as well. She had a strong suspicion that whoever committed the atrocity behind her also had a hand in the attempted assassination on General Nordstern. They are here to finish the job. She prayed she had arrived in time to save him.

			She cleared the first room. It was empty. She cleared three more rooms. As she came upon the fifth, goosebumps prickled her skin. This is it. I can feel it. She pushed the door open, holding her gun in front of her. There he was. His breathing was labored, erratic, but he was still breathing. Except for the light from the corridor, the room was dark. She moved forward and tried the light switch. Nothing happened. She moved back out into the hall, maintaining her coverage of the entry point and the corridor.

			“General Nordstern! Can you hear me? I’m here to help. If you can hear me, raise your hand.” She heard a groan and watched as his hand fluttered slightly. If the murderer wasn’t aware of her presence before, he was now, but I hold the high ground.

			“Is there anyone else in there with you, General? Raise your hand if there is someone else in the room with you.” He raised his hand. A man stepped out into the light from the corridor, blocking her view of the general, his weapon raised. She recognized Lieutenant Harkness.

			

			“Stand down, Private!” he ordered, but she kept her sidearm trained on him.

			“You!” she shouted. “You’re the traitor!”

			The lieutenant looked at her impatiently. “If I’m the traitor, why is the general still alive? No, Private, I am guarding him. I heard gunshots in the emergency room and locked this room down.”

			Her head started to spin. His story made sense, and Lieutenant Harkness was one of the general’s most trusted staffers, but still … “Do you know where the shooter went?” she asked.

			“As I said, Private, I locked down the room as soon as I heard gunfire. My primary objective was to protect the general. I was not able to make any observations. Now lower your weapon. That’s an order.”

			“They were all executed like dogs. The man who called for backup died in my arms. Who would do such a thing?”

			“That medic was a brave man, and his last act was noble,” he said softly. “Now, lower your weapon.”

			Her arm began to relax, but as she lowered it, something in the back of her mind screamed at her, and then it clicked. Didn’t the lieutenant say he didn’t see anything? How is it that he knows the man I cradled in my arms was a medic? Her arm snapped back up, but Harkness lunged forward. He closed the distance, knocked the weapon out of her hand, and pinned her up against the wall.

			He closed his hands around her throat. She thrashed, beating her fists against him, but he was too strong. She needed to focus. Her next blow needed to be somewhere it hurt. She thrust her foot out, and it connected with the soft, delicate tissue of his groin. He recoiled, cupping his private parts, and she used the opening to land a blow to his jaw. She heard the joint pop, and he collapsed to the floor.

			Another skull-rattling explosion sent tremors through the corridor, and she braced herself against the wall. Time is running out. She wanted to end Lieutenant Harkness, but killing an unconscious person in cold blood just wasn’t something she was wired for, even if her enemy was. Reluctantly, she grabbed a lamp from the room, ripped the cord out and hog tied him. As soon as she finished, she rushed over to the general’s bedside.

			“Are you OK, sir?”

			He smiled at her sadly, and she could see blood on his lips. She could tell that whatever Harkness had done to the general before she found them was intended to inflict a slow, painful death. As she looked him over, she noticed that the bandages where he was stabbed were ripped away, the puncture wound reopened. She wasn’t field rated for first aid, but she could tell if she didn’t get him medical attention soon, he wasn’t going to live. She tried her radio, but all she got was static.

			“Hang on, sir. I’m going to go get help,” she said firmly and turned to go, but he grabbed her wrist, stopping her, and motioned for her to come closer. Once again, she found herself pressing her ear to a dying man’s lips.

			“I am not long for this world, Private Rell.” He remembers my name! “I should have let you drive me that day, but there is no use in regret, and there is no purpose in trying to change the inevitable. What you can do is make sure my death is not in vain. You must warn Governor Anders of what is coming. He must know that Cheyenne Mountain has fallen.”

			“I’m not leaving you, sir!” she cried.

			“You must. Don’t make this harder”— his words were cut short as he wheezed and coughed up blood—“than it has to be,” he said, finally managing to finish. He pulled a keycard from his pocket and handed it to her. “There is an old tunnel that begins at the infirmary and comes out on the west side of the mountain. You’ll need my keycard to access it. It was built as a last-resort evacuation route for senior staff.”

			“I’m taking you with me, sir!” she said, letting the tears run down her face.

			“You will not. You cannot. That is an order, soldier.” He was gasping for air now. “Go, before the mountain collapses in on us. Go, and give the Coalition a fighting chance. Do as I say, not only because I am your commanding officer, but because it is my dying wish.”

			She nodded. She couldn’t refuse him. He nodded back at her, satisfied, and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” She put her hand on his chest, and he clasped it in his own giant palm. The rise and fall of his chest began to slow, and he closed his eyes. She stayed with him until he drew his final breath. Moments later, the great General Nordstern, a man larger than life, passed away. He seemed peaceful as he went, and that gave her some comfort. She pulled his bed sheet up over him and dipped her finger in his blood to draw a cross on it. She wanted to do more, but if she had any chance of honoring his wishes, she had to go. She wiped the tears from her eyes and steeled herself for the task ahead of her. There would be a time to mourn, but now was not that time. She had a mission to accomplish, and she would see it through or die trying. But I’ll be damned if this wretched mountain finishes me before I even start.

			[image: ]

			“How far out do you think we are?” Nathan asked.

			“Hard to tell, but we’re getting closer.”

			“Well, no shit, Sherlock,” he said sarcastically. Aryn returned the quip with a hard punch to his arm. After three weeks on the trail with him, she didn’t know whether she loved him or hated him. He drives me crazy!

			Over the last day, as they continued their journey to the northeast, the rumblings had grown progressively louder. At first, they were soft, and in the quiet of the wilderness they sounded like distant thunder. As they drew near, there was no mistaking the sound of artillery, and not just one battery. It sounds like an entire battalion.

			Wanted fugitives from their own government and in hostile territory, they had been cautious on their journey north, avoiding the main routes. It took them more than three weeks to traverse the terrain between Dulce and their current position. Thankfully, as they travelled north, the environment transformed, the air becoming cooler and the flora more abundant.

			After passing though the San Luis Valley, they adjusted their heading to the northeast, but despite their life-giving abundance, the mountains were less forgiving in other ways. Several natural obstacles forced them to the south. Neither Aryn nor Nathan had much training in navigation, but Nathan always seemed to have the answer. Several times they were forced to stop and reorient or backtrack. If only Nathan had listened to me, we would be in Denver by now, not hiding in the bushes, trying to avoid a full-scale battle. She reminded herself to stay focused on the task at hand.

			“There,” she said, pointing. “Two o’clock. Do you see that column of smoke?”

			“Copy that,” he said, studying it.

			“I think we should check it out.”

			Nathan lowered his binoculars and looked at her sideways. “You can’t be serious,” he said flatly. “By our best guess, and I think it’s pretty accurate, the Feds and the Coalition are in the middle of an epic battle. We can’t just stroll into the middle of it. You mutinied, and we are both deserters. If we want to join the Coalition, we’re going to have to earn their trust. We should stick to the plan, go to Denver, and make our case for political asylum there.”

			“The best way, the quickest way to earn their trust, would be to give the Coalition actionable intel it can use!” she said in a shot back at him. They both lowered their binoculars and turned to face each other.

			Nathan threw his arms up in the air. “After all we’ve been through, after all this way we’ve come, we can’t risk it all on a whim.”

			Her face was red, and she stepped forward. “I didn’t suggest it on a whim, and I didn’t say we should go charging in guns blazing. I said we should check it out.”

			“Aryn, we are only about a mile away.” He emphatically pointed toward the smoke. “We get caught by the Federal Guard, and they’ll execute us for desertion. We get caught by the Coalition, and they’ll take us out for being Feds. We don’t have any friends, and we don’t have any bargaining chips.”

			Aryn took yet another step. “If we get intel for the Coalition, we can use that to bargain with!” she shouted.

			Their noses were almost touching. She could smell his scent, feel his breath on her. He’s so infuriating and yet … Nathan interrupted her thoughts. “And what makes you so sure that the Coalition doesn’t already know about this? Even if they don’t, we have what we need. Why put everything on the line to get a closer look?” She opened her mouth to speak but hesitated. The moment stretched into eternity. She couldn’t resist him anymore. She grabbed his face and kissed him. Everything else melted away. The bombs, the danger, and the tension vanished. They were the only two people in the universe. He enveloped her in his arms, but after a few minutes she pushed him away. “We … I … can’t right now, Nathan, I …”

			Her words fell short, to the sound of … Is someone clapping? They turned to see a young girl in a Coalition uniform watching them from a distance. She started to walk toward them. Aryn’s hand immediately went to her sidearm, but Nathan put a hand on her forearm and spoke in a low voice through the side of his mouth. “She hasn’t pulled her gun. Let’s see where this goes.” Aryn’s hand dropped to her side, but she shot him a dubious glare.

			“I’ve never seen a soap opera, but my grandmother loved them and used to describe them to me. I always imagined them to be something like what you two have been doing for the last five minutes.” The Coalition soldier waved her hands in front of her face. “No mi amor! No puedo!”

			Aryn was so flustered by the intrusion that she wanted to shoot this snot-nosed Coalition brat right then and there. She tempered her urge but felt the heat rising in her cheeks.

			The girl raised her eyebrows at them. “Do you two need some space?”

			“What gave it away?” Aryn snipped.

			The words that came out of Nathan’s mouth next made her wince. “No, we were discussing our … how me and my wife here”—he gestured with his hands—“were escaping the war there.” Aryn tilted her head toward him. All she could do was stare. Did he really say that out loud?

			The soldier laughed. “Relax. I heard everything. You deserted your posts with the Federal Guard and are looking to join the Coalition.” Aryn’s hand shot to her sidearm again, but the girl crossed her arms and huffed impatiently. “If I thought you were a threat, I would have shot you while he had his tongue down your throat. Now can we please all move on? Because if you guys are serious about joining the Coalition, I could use your help.”

			“What’s the mission?” Nathan asked.

			Aryn shot him another of her withering glares but kept her mouth shut. How can he be so casual? Whether she liked it or not, this was the best chance they had. If they helped this soldier, and she vouched for them, it could help their case immensely, but it was going to take all of her self-control to keep from beating this annoying little runt of a girl into a pulp if she kept mouthing off … and I do not like the way she is looking at Nathan.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 26: 
The Durango Tango

			The boy was not meant for this age, Maia. Do you know what kind of destruction a Nephilim could wreak if one were to possess him?

			Well, what do you propose we do, Father? You certainly aren’t suggesting we … end his life?

			Of course not! He will be placed in stasis and hidden away until the threat has passed.

			And what if the threat doesn’t pass? What if we lose this war?

			Then it is just as well, for if our enemies get their hands on the boy before he learns to protect his mind, they will not stop with the destruction of this world. There will be no haven for any conscious being anywhere in the universe.

			Colors swirled, and the voices of the strange, yet familiar, man and woman faded. Ash found himself standing in a city plaza. The ground sparkled with opal hues, and silver spires stretched into the air as far as the eye could see. Elegant archways adorned every alley, and fountains gushed crystal clear water. I must be dreaming. But this was unlike any dream he had ever had. It feels so real and those voices and the words they spoke … I’ve heard them before. . . .

			A cold wind blew from the east, and clouds darkened the sky. Dead leaves blew across the once pristine streets, and the glittering buildings turned a deep, ominous hue of red. Ash felt his skin prickle. He turned, and the little girl, the demon he encountered with Atsa, was standing in an archway watching him. She smiled a wicked smile.

			“I see you are alone this time, son of Atlas, heir of the Eye.” She giggled. “No one to pull you back this time. I’ve been waiting to speak to you for a very long time.”

			The cold wind grew stronger, and Ash hugged his shoulders. This is no dream. He remembered how Atsa had projected his golden aura around him. He pictured it and felt the strings within him begin to hum. A soft light began to pulse around him, and the cold receded. The child’s eyes turned red. He could feel the demon’s anger but ignored it and pushed his aura farther out, expanding it to encompass the courtyard, to the very edge of the alley where the girl stood.

			“You are a quick study, Prince of Atlantis, but your wits will not save you. You are not strong enough to defeat me. Why struggle? Why not give yourself over to me. Imagine the things we could do together. We could rule the universe, bend time and space to our will. All you have to do is let me in.”

			Ash felt the demon’s gritty song creeping over the surface of his auric shield. Ash projected his thoughts toward the creature while amplifying the intensity of the shield. “You are a parasite, and I will destroy you, Nephilim.” How do I know that name? How do I know this place? He didn’t know why, but he reached for the sun with his song. Rays of light began to poke through the dark clouds. He infused their radiance into his shield. The demon’s tendrils recoiled.

			A red darkness began to gather around the creature. “I could show you your history, your origin, your mother, and your father. I know everything you want to know. All you have to do is give yourself over to me.”

			“I will never bow to you, Destroyer of Minds.”

			“So be it. It’ll be more delicious to take you by force, as I took your father and your mother. They thought they were invincible, and they were twice as powerful as you, but in the end, they bowed.” The girl sent the darkness hurling at Ash. His auric shield trembled.

			“Ash! You must leave this place at once. You are not ready.” Atsa’s voice reverberated in his mind. “Think of the desert; think of me and Kara.” Dark tentacles began to poke through his shield. It was failing. Ash harnessed all his focus and channeled it into picturing the desert, the stone house, and most of all, his friends. The world began to meld and swirl in a hue of reds and blacks, and he felt himself falling… .

			Ash sat up and gasped for air. Atsa was sitting beside his bed, a grave look on his face. He didn’t wait for Ash to catch his breath. He held up a lantern. “Look into the light, Ash.” Ash complied, and Atsa inspected his eyes. When it seemed he was satisfied, the old man let out a long sigh. “That was foolish, Ash. That demon could have taken you, erased your consciousness, and assumed your powers. Why did you challenge it? You are powerful, but you have much to learn.”

			“I didn’t do anything!” Ash protested. “I was here, and then I was there!”

			“That is no excuse, Atlantide. You must learn to control your mind! You are too powerful for your own good!” Atsa let out a huff, but his expression softened in the gentle light of the lantern.

			“I want to learn,” Ash said quietly. “I really do. Teach me.”

			Atsa sighed again. “I am afraid that some of your abilities are far beyond me, Ash. My kind has been practicing the art of dreamwalking for many centuries, but only recently did my power to see, to truly see beyond my body, awaken. At first, I thought it was the culmination of many years of effort, practice, and patience, but truthfully it was not. Something physically changed within me, and when I witnessed the reality you created to protect your own heart from pain, when I witnessed you harness the lightning at the edge of the cliff dwellings, I knew. I knew that an old power was awakening. My people have kept the traditions of song alive for many centuries, and the stories about the true Singers, the Atlantides, are even older than that. Until I saw you and Kara, I thought they were myths, legends of a people that didn’t understand the wonders of the world. I can see, Ash. My affinity is to the song of the wind, of the air, and I can travel with it, but you, you can do so much more than that. You can bend the fabric of space and time to your will, travel back and forward. You can physically travel through space and time. Your affinity is to the fabric of the universe itself, at its most basic level. In our creation story we call you Hashjeshjin, son of the Fire born of the Comet. You are not of this time, in fact, you are of no time and of all time… .”

			“I don’t understand, Atsa. I’m just a man.”

			Atsa laughed. “No one is just a man or a woman or a child. Everyone is, or rather has the potential to be, something more than what they are, to shed the constructs of their reality, but only when they are willing to accept who they truly are. Identity is an important thing for a conscious being. You are still struggling with yours. I do not blame you for seeking out the place you were born, but you must come into these things gently, with consideration for how your song and your energy affect others around you. As you come into your identity, your true self, you will understand your power.”

			“That … makes sense, I suppose.” Ash didn’t understand everything Atsa was saying, but he had learned—when he released his pain into the clouds and brought the rains—that identity was more than knowing one’s past or understanding the things that have happened. Identity had more to do with what a person decided to do with all the energy those experiences created and how that person treated others and sought to grow in the light.

			Atsa nodded. Ash knew the old man heard his thoughts. “Now, take this.” He handed Ash a small vial. “It will prevent you from dreamwalking until we get a better handle on it. We start a long journey tomorrow, and we both need to get some rest.”

			Ash took the vial and downed it. Almost immediately darkness crept in the corners of his vision. “Will you stay with me?” he said groggily.

			“Always, Rainbringer.”
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			Kara, Ash, and Atsa walked into Durango hot, tired, and dusty. Well, I’m tired and dusty, and Ash doesn’t look much better, but somehow Atsa seems as spry and regal as ever. Kara could feel the sweat and grit on her face, but Atsa looked refreshed and light. She was trying not to be, but she was jealous. As tough as she was, she was in desperate need of a shower and a fresh set of clothes, but from the looks of it, she wasn’t going to find them in Durango.

			The old wooden buildings creaked and groaned, and somewhere nearby a rusty hinge grated methodically in sync with the tap, tap, tap of an unlocked gate as it slapped its post to the cadence of the wind. A dog barked, and a black cat scampered into the street, pausing long enough to hiss at them before it slipped underneath a porch. If it was any indication of the kind of welcome they were going to get, and Kara suspected that it was, she wasn’t sure this expedition of theirs was a good use of their time.

			As tired as she felt, she kept her wits about her. Something felt off, and when she got a feeling about something, she was usually right. They walked along the main street. A few glass liquor bottles littered the ground. A pair of pants was discarded in a side alley and a torn blouse, caught on a rusty old nail, rippled in the wind.

			“Kara,” Ash whispered harshly and nodded toward one of the saloons. Focused on the story her surroundings were telling her, she hadn’t noticed the man quietly watching them. He leaned against the banister, standing as still as a statue. His rusty, red shirt and brown overalls served as the perfect camouflage against the backdrop of the dusty, dirty town. He seemed to be looking right at her, singling her out from her companions, and his gaze made the hair on the back of her neck itch.

			Since he seemed so interested in her, she decided to confront him. “Hello!” she said and waved at him. He pushed himself up from the banister and straightened his back but did not return her greeting as they approached. They stood at the base of the steps in awkward silence. Finally, the man spoke. “Second time in a day we’ve had strangers come wandering through here. State your business.” Kara had been right about the welcome wagon. There isn’t going to be one.

			Ash chimed in. “Is there a radio or a phone we can use?”

			The man chuckled and spit on the ground, not directly at them, but close enough to be a warning shot. “We ain’t had phones round here since the Rift. Old Man Sammy has a CB radio, but he won’t be up for a few more hours.” Kara looked up at the sun. It was already high noon. “What did you say your names were?”

			“We didn’t,” Atsa replied dryly. “My name is Atsa, this is Ash”—he paused and gestured at her—“and this is Kara.”

			

			Kara winced when he said her name. Atsa and Ash were known only to their communities, but she wasn’t necessarily low-profile. I am a governor… former governor and a wanted fugitive. The bunnies surely had a bounty on her head. How did I forget to remind Atsa and Ash to use my alias? She chastised herself and watched the man closely for a twitch or a sparkle in his eye, any sign he recognized her or her name, but if he did, he wasn’t letting it show. Kara relaxed a little. No one has a poker face that good, she reassured herself.

			The cowboy hocked another loogie but this time aimed it away from them. He shuffled his boots and waved his arm over his head. “Well, come on in. Best get out of this heat before you fry. I’ve got some water, and something a little stronger if you like. Of course, you’ll have to have something to trade for those, but I can offer you some free shade. No one else in here at the moment.”

			Kara hesitated. She didn’t like this man or this town. She wanted nothing more than to hightail it out and catch up with the rest of Atsa’s clan, but the allure of a comfortable chair and glass of water was overwhelmingly attractive. She shrugged and looked at Atsa and Ash. “I suppose it can’t hurt to take a load off for a few hours. I’d rather wait in the shade for Old Man Sammy to wake up.” And if this cowboy tries anything, it’s three against one.

			Atsa and Ash nodded in agreement, and they made their way up the broad steps onto the veranda. Kara felt better the moment she stepped into the shade. They pushed through the saloon doors into an old, used-up room. The bar was beaten and battered, its once-polished surface scratched and gouged. The tables looked uneven and wobbly, and the seat cushions had tears and tatters, but amidst all the dilapidation, the finely polished glassware and the liquor bottles glinted and shimmered behind the bar.

			The man made his way back behind the bar, talking to them over his shoulder. “Will y’all be drinkin’ today?”

			Ash’s eyes lit up. Sometimes it was easy for her to forget he was still a boy. She shook her head at him ever so slightly, and a disappointed look crossed his face, but they had work to do. Alcohol, heat, and work didn’t make for a good combination. They needed to stay sharp.

			“Just water for us,” Kara said politely. “How much?”

			

			The man turned. “Have a seat.” He gestured at the bar stools, and they bellied up. “Whatcha got? Coalition Credits and US Dollars don’t do us any good out here. We’ll take pretty much anything from bullets to silver coin.”

			Atsa reached in his poncho and pulled out a silver coin, placing it on the bar, but he kept two fingers on it. “That coin is worth water for three and some information.”

			The bartender smiled, and Kara was surprised to see it was a full, white smile. He is actually rather handsome. “You’re not the first ones to come poking around here for information,” the man said with a chuckle.

			 “That’s precisely what we want to know. Who else has been here?” Kara looked him square in the eyes.

			The bartender poured their waters and served them. “Not sure exactly who they were, but they were military. That’s all I know.”

			Kara gave Ash and Atsa a sharp look. She didn’t need to say it. Her eyes said it all. They slammed their waters and pushed their barstools back. “Thank you, sir, but we’ll be going.” That’s when she saw it. His tell. His eye twitched a little. Her head began to swim. She saw Ash and Atsa collapse on the floor. We’ve been had. She struggled to keep herself upright, clawing at the barstool, but her legs and arms went limp.

			The bartender walked around the bar and stood over her. “Someone was willing to pay quite a pretty price for you and your young friend here.” Kara wanted to scream, but she was paralyzed. “Nothing personal honey. Just business,” he said and spat on the ground.

			“Thanks, Banner. It’s been a pleasure,” someone said from the back of the room. I know that voice. The sound of it knocked the wind out of her, like a punch to the stomach. Seth Drake sauntered over and looked down. Tears of frustration trickled down her cheeks and a wide, chilling smile spread across his face.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 27: 
Standoff

			“My job would be a lot easier if you let me in on the bigger picture,” she said, trying to control her frustration. She knew if she kept pushing, she was bound to piss him off, but information was power, and power was what she desired most. She didn’t need to know, but she wanted to, and she felt like she had enough influence to make a play for it.

			“You know how this works,” Mahler snapped into the sat phone. It wasn’t like him to lose his temper. “Your orders are to stay the course, Helena. I don’t want to have to have this conversation again,” he said, resuming his hallmark flat tone, but something in his voice sounded … off. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Is it fear? No, it can’t be. Eric Mahler had never been afraid of anything in his life. He was an apex predator if she had ever seen one. Still, something isn’t quite adding up.

			“I want you to up the governor’s dosage,” he continued. “We need him unstable, and I imagine his body has started to adjust. We need to expose him now. We can’t have him regaining his composure. Once the people lose confidence in him, the war will be over. Get him to move against the people that defied his quarantine. If he uses force, he will sink the final nail in his own coffin. Those Coalition, bleeding-heart liberals will never stand for such a blatant abuse of power. Once that is done, our forces will sweep up from the south and finish the job.”

			“That would mean”—she paused as she put the pieces together—“that you’ve taken both Fort Carson and Cheyenne Mountain.”

			“You’re testing my patience, Helena.” There was a pause on the other end of the line, but he conceded the point. “We have.”

			“How?”

			“I have people everywhere. You don’t honestly think that you’re the only one, do you?” His tone was sharp. “How do you think I’ve been sending you the supplies and information you need to carry out your missions? I am a very busy man, and you are a very small cog in a very large machine. Don’t forget your place, Helena. You haven’t succeeded yet. Don’t contact me again until you have completed the mission. If you succeed, Colorado is yours, as promised. Fail me, and you won’t live long enough to regret it.”
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			The five outer rods arched over North Table Mountain—supporting a great dome hundreds of feet in the air—spiraling and twisting until they almost touched. The sixth rod would connect them. Theodore probed the earth’s crust. He could feel the iron vibrating beneath his feet. In fact, in a way, he could see it, but it wasn’t quite like seeing. He imagined that it was something like the way a bat or dolphin used echolocation.

			“How’s it going up there?” Xavier Tan called over the walkie talkie.

			“It would go a lot better if you all stopped interrupting me. The ore is much deeper here than I expected, and this rod has to be perfect in order to connect the other five,” Theodore snapped back.

			“It’s not like Kyle Anders is approaching with an army or anything. Take your time,” Kristoff said sarcastically.

			“Shut up and let him focus, Kristoff. You’re not helping,” Zella said.

			“I need you all to shut up,” Theodore said as calmly as possible. He appreciated Zella’s help, but he didn’t have time for niceties. He felt the urgency building to complete the dome, and it was making it harder for him to focus. Time is running out.

			He attempted to center his thoughts and sent another series of bursts into the ground. He modulated the frequencies, this time trying to coax the ore to rise toward him through the earth’s crust. It began to move, but then it slipped through his fingers, like greased steel, and the tethers of his song snapped back. He huffed in frustration.

			

			“You’re trying too hard.” The voice of Ela Argenta echoed in his mind. If they made it through this, he was going to have to ask her how she did that. He didn’t know how to respond to her telepathically, so he answered out loud.

			“The ore is too deep, too well rooted here.”

			“The ore’s location isn’t the problem. You think it’s too deep, out of reach, and so it is. You’re creating a mental block because you perceive one in your physical environment. Your song is strong. It is connecting with the ore, but you have to let go of your perceptions. Reach out to it, but this time when you connect with it, imagine that it is closer, and it will be.”

			He closed his eyes and focused, reaching out to the ore again. It’s not as far away as I think it is, he told himself over and over. He tuned his song, causing the molecules to bend to his will. I feel the ore. I am the ore. The ground began to tremble. Slowly but surely the ore began to rise. He adjusted his song, fine-tuning it to the natural frequency of the ore. It didn’t just have to rise. It had to rise straight up and connect with the five other rods.

			The column broke through the surface of the mountain, and he refined it, shattering the impurities from it and reshaping it as it sped skyward. He sent out more notes, bouncing them off the tips of the existing rods, and pinged them off the rising column so that he would know precisely where to connect them. He went even deeper into his own mind, concentrating as he spiraled five branches off from the top of his rod. Despite the tensile strength of the iron, it felt fluid to him, and he watched with echolocation as the branches split off. The iron was almost at its zenith. Sweat dripped down his forehead from the effort of the concentration and energy required to move such a large piece of iron, but he felt the strength of his song coursing through him, and it reinforced him. I am too close to let go now.

			Finally, he felt the rod connect with the other five rods. He sent out a new frequency and heated the iron, delicately fusing it with the other branches, making it one, making it whole. He could feel his song coursing through the whole structure now. He opened his eyes and looked up. The column was smooth and sleek, as if it had been machine-tooled, and rose into the air straight and true. At its pinnacle, the perimeter rods blossomed from the top of it like the branches of a giant tree. It was done.

			He picked up the walkie talkie. “Xavier, Zella, Kristoff, you’re up.”

			He said a silent thanks to Ela Argenta. Without her guidance, he wasn’t sure he would have succeeded. He half expected to hear her in his head again, for her to acknowledge his thanks telepathically, but she wasn’t there. He sensed that she had heard him, though, and that was good enough for him.

			“Stand clear of the rod, Theo,” Kristoff shouted through the radio, “because things are about to get hot.”

			Your head is hot, Theodore thought to himself, but he refrained from saying it out loud. “I’m at a safe distance,” he said instead. “Fire it up.” A few moments passed and he felt the hair on his head stand straight up. He watched in amazement as blue fire coursed up through the branches and grounded through the central rod. The currents seemed to be getting stronger, pulsing faster and faster, until he couldn’t see them anymore. A crack ripped the air, and he watched as a shimmer rippled out over the dome. Adrenaline pumped through his veins.

			“How does everything look from up there, Theo?” It was Xavier this time.

			“Hold on!” he responded. “I’m going to test it.” He levitated a pebble and sent it flying up toward the open space between the rods directly over him, tracking it with pings. The pebble hit the shield and disintegrated.

			He picked up his walkie talkie, shaking with excitement. “Guys … and gals,” he said, “I think we created the world’s first force field.”

			“It’s official,” Kristoff said. “We are bad asses.” For once, Kristoff’s arrogance didn’t bother him. There was whooping and hollering on the other end of the radio, and he took a moment to revel in their accomplishment. A few days ago, he had been another Coalition teenager going to school with hopes of becoming an engineer. What they had done that day surpassed even his wildest dreams.
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			The choruses raised the force shield not a moment too soon. Ela stood at the base of one of the massive iron arches on the main road leading up to the Conservatory. She watched Kyle’s contingent of troops approach. She knew she must look ridiculous. Her hair was standing on end from all the residual static electricity in the air. She would have to talk to Xavier about a solution to that if negotiations with Kyle went south. She reminded herself that she couldn’t let that happen. If they had any hope of defeating Dagon, she needed to end this. I can sense his foul energy. The monster approaches.

			The troops marched in formation around a few vehicles, and they were close enough that she could see that Kyle Anders occupied one of them. Good! I hope we can settle this now so we can focus on the real threat. This posturing was a waste of time that served only to further Dagon’s agenda. She could feel his oily presence, slithering toward her. She could feel his power growing. The longer they delayed, the harder it would be to defeat him. The conflict was no longer about East versus West or democracy versus oligarchy. It was about the survival of the human race.

			The contingent was nearing the barrier, and the soldiers looked up at the massive, almost alien dome in fear. It is time to put an end to this. Ela channeled a trickle of wind resonance to carry her voice. “Come no closer.” Her words boomed out over the soldiers, and they halted. “We mean you no harm, but there is a protective barrier around this mountain, and anyone who tries to cross it will turn to ash. I wish only to negotiate. We are all on the same side. We are not your enemy. The enemy is out there.” She pointed to the east. “I wish only to resolve this peacefully, so that we may prepare for what is coming.”

			A murmur ran through the troops. They looked at her with fear and hatred, but she ignored them. “Why do you hide in your car, Kyle. I know you are here. I can see you with my own two eyes. Come, let us speak and resolve this.”

			A woman stepped out of the car Kyle was in and approached. Ela recognized her, but she could not recall her name. It had been several years since she had set foot in Colorado’s capitol, but she remembered Kyle’s executive assistant. She remembered her being mousy and timid, always running around after Kyle and Kara, but this woman was nothing like that woman. She strode forward and pointed. “Bring this traitor down,” she cried. “Fire at will.” The contingent opened fire.

			At first Ela wasn’t sure that the force shield would hold, and she flinched, but the bullets hit the energy field and disintegrated. She turned to Kristoff, Xavier, and Zella. “Will the shield hold if they keep attacking?”

			Kristoff replied, “It’ll hold, ma’am.”

			When the firing stopped, she nodded and turned back to the contingent. “As I said, we only wish to negotiate. Our barrier is impenetrable, let us stop this foolishness and come to an accord.”

			The soldiers looked uncertain, but Kyle’s executive assistant spoke loudly. “We will not negotiate with usurpers and terrorists.”

			Ela eyed her and sent out a series of complex frequencies to get a better read on her, but they bounced off, as if refracted by a mirror. How odd. She didn’t have time to contemplate how or why that would be happening. She was here for one reason: to put an end to this madness. And Kyle was the only person capable of doing that. She was done with this woman, who presumed to lead on Kyle’s behalf. Ela addressed him directly. “Kyle, we have been friends for many years. We have led our people through challenging times. Come out and speak with me. If we meant you harm, we could have expanded the shield at any time, turning you and your entire contingent to dust, but that is not the way of the Coalition. It would violate the very principals we have fought so long and hard for. You’ve come here and threatened us with force. Why?”

			Several minutes passed, but finally he stepped out of his vehicle. He looked pale and disheveled. His eyes were bloodshot and wild. “Why didn’t you come to me, Ela. Why didn’t you talk to me before you undermined my authority? You’ve left me with no other choice,” he growled.

			The executive assistant looked back and forth between Ela and Kyle. “Get back in the car, Kyle. It’s not safe. They may have a sniper …”

			“Quiet,” Ela’s voice boomed out, drowning out the assistant’s voice. She would not let negotiations fall apart because of this power-hungry bitch. Ela didn’t have to use her song to know that the woman was manipulating the situation, manipulating Kyle. She sensed Dagon’s hand in this. If that is so, the time for talk is over. She drew on her song, aiming a series of diagnostic frequencies at Kyle, and when they returned with the information she was seeking, she nearly fainted. There was so much poison flowing through his veins that she didn’t know how he was still standing. She sent a wave of harmonics that encapsulated him and worked quickly to syphon out the poison. She immediately sensed his body had grown so completely dependent on it that if she extracted it all in one go, she could kill him. She needed time to heal him, time she didn’t have.

			Kyle’s eyes widened as Ela attempted to do what she could, but the assistant must have realized something was happening. She stormed over to him and shoved him back in the vehicle. Ela’s song unraveled, and she saw Kyle slump in the back seat. Ela pointed at the assistant. “This woman has poisoned the governor. As a member of the governing council, I demand you arrest her.”

			The woman strode to the front of the line and faced her down. “You have no authority or jurisdiction here, Ela Argenta.” She turned to the soldiers. “Stand down,” she ordered. To Ela’s dismay, they all fell in line. The assistant tossed a pebble, and it disintegrated when it touched the shield. She walked right up to Ela, stopping short of the barrier.

			“It looks like we’re at an impasse for the moment, Ela,” she said, sneering. “But as impressive as this piece of technology is, I imagine it has its drawbacks.” She looked up at Ela’s hair and smiled. “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to come out of there, and when you do, we’ll be waiting.”

			Ela watched her turn on her heel and walk back to her car. “Move out,” she yelled at the soldiers. “There’s nothing more to be done here.”

			Ela had failed to find a peaceful solution, and in an effort to save lives, she had boxed her people in a giant cage. Even if they would follow her order to do so, she would not turn the power of the choruses against Coalition forces. As infuriating as it was, Kyle’s assistant was right. Sooner rather than later, they were going to have to come out. All Ela had managed to do was buy a little more time, but at what cost? She knew the debt collector would come knocking at their door soon. Very soon. If they had any hope at all of surviving what was to come, her only option was to get to Kyle, and she needed to do it fast.
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			“That’s Governor Anders!” Private Rell exclaimed, standing and pointing.

			“Get down!” Aryn grabbed her shirt and pulled her roughly back down to the ground. “Are you trying to get us all killed? We have no idea what’s going on over there.” She had about had it with the bouncy little know-it-all, acting like she was in command and that just because she was an enlisted in the Coalition, she towered over them on some kind of moral high ground. To top it off, Rell persisted in shoving her nose in her and Nathan’s business, and Nathan hadn’t said a word. She was at her wit’s end with Private Jayne Rell, but she was furious with him, and to further complicate things, she didn’t know exactly why. Was it because he plodded along silently, watching them bicker the whole way, or was it the way he looked at her with those lost puppy dog eyes? She didn’t have the mental energy or the time to sort it out.

			“My orders were clear.” Jayne pushed her away violently. “I don’t answer to you, Aryn. General Nordstern gave me explicit instructions to deliver the news about Colorado Springs directly to Governor Anders. He’s right there,” she said flatly, pointing at the contingent.

			“She does have a point,” Nathan chimed in.

			“Oh, now you decide to weigh in, and you’re with her?” Aryn said through gritted teeth.

			“It’s not about who’s with or against anyone, but we have a chance to make our case directly to the governor. Isn’t that everything we’ve been working toward?”

			“Have you both missed the giant metal arches and the fact that those men fired on the people standing on the other side of them, and their bullets were … were … absorbed by some kind of force field?” She was heated, but she calmed herself and turned to Nathan. “I know we have our differences, but don’t you think this warrants further observation before we go storming in there?”

			“What are you so afraid of, Aryn?” he said gently.

			“I’m not afraid, Nathan. What do you hope to accomplish here that we couldn’t accomplish in the city itself. Back behind Cheyenne Mountain you were all about caution, but apparently giant alien domes and advanced technology are like a neon welcome sign for you.”

			“The intel we have is critical to the Coalition’s defense. The sooner we get it to them, the better. Why can’t you see that?”

			She was too drained for this. She couldn’t keep doing this. Every step of the way from Dulce to here, she had felt like he was fighting her, questioning her every move. “Fine, Nathan, Jayne”—she gave them a resigned look—“you want to rush in there, go ahead, but I’m hanging back.”

			“The troops are withdrawing,” Jayne said in awe, as if she hadn’t heard a single word of their argument.

			Aryn sighed. “Well then, go. Fulfill your orders. I’ve made up my mind.” Nathan gave her another one of his looks, and she snapped, “You too, Sergeant!” She knew the use of his former title cut after all they had been through, but she had reached her limit. He hung his head and stood, helping Jayne up. Aryn’s heart clenched, but she buried the feeling.

			Nathan turned as if to say something, but she shot him a searing glare, and he shut his mouth. Inside, she was melting. She didn’t want him to go, but she knew she didn’t have the strength to stop him. It would require something of her that she wasn’t willing to surrender. It was almost surreal as she watched him walk away, and then she was alone. She felt like a piece of her heart had been ripped from her chest.

			Dusk settled into night, and she laid on her back, listlessly looking at the stars. She didn’t even feel angry or sad anymore. She felt empty. She was finally starting to doze off when a short, dark figure appeared over her. She scrambled back, and her hand went to her gun. She could barely see by the light of the starry night, but the figure appeared to be a woman about the same size and height as Private Rell.

			“Jayne?” she asked hesitantly.

			“No,” the voice answered cautiously. “My name is Fey Tan. I mean you no harm unless you intend to pull that gun on me.” Her eyes adjusted, and she could see the giant metal arches cutting across the Milky Way behind the woman.

			“How did you know I was here?” Aryn asked suspiciously. Did Nathan and Jayne give up my position?

			“It’s hard for Singers to mask their feelings from other Singers, especially healers. Ela sensed you outside of the shield and asked me to come check on you. Are you OK?”

			“I’m … I’m fine,” she replied. “I’m sorry. You must be mistaken. I’m not a … Singer. I don’t even know what that means.”

			Fey sighed. “I thought as much. You’re a new arrival. Well, now is as good a time as any to get it over with.”

			Aryn’s confusion was growing with every word. “Over with? Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I think you have the wrong impression.”There was a moment of awkward silence. “I understand better than anyone what a difficult thing it is to accept—that the world is not exactly what it seems, that it is somehow … that you are somehow”—she paused, seeming to search for the right word—“different than others, but then if you are not a Singer, why are you here?”

			“My compatriots left to deliver a message to the governor.”

			“And why did you not go with them?” This woman seemed bent on psychoanalyzing her in the middle of a field in the dark, and even under the best of circumstances, Aryn would have been annoyed, but this woman made her feel calm.

			“I … I did not think it was the right course of action,” Aryn replied. She knew her response was sterile, devoid of any real information.

			“I think,” Fey said in a motherly tone, “that you should come with me before you catch cold out here.”

			“To that”—Aryn pointed—“thing?” When she turned her attention to the Conservatory, she could feel it hum and thrum with undulating vibrations, like the string section of a symphony tuning its strings. She shook her head, trying to clear it.

			The woman laughed. “Yes. As intimidating and alien as it looks, it is only meant to protect the Singers, and I suppose that includes you.”

			“Why do you keep saying that word?”

			Fey sighed with impatience. “Dear, I would be happy to answer all your questions, but I would rather not do it in a cold field in the middle of the night. Come. We have beds and food, and from the smell coming off you, you could sure use a bath.” Even in the dark, Aryn could see the woman wrinkling her nose, and for the first time in weeks, maybe months, she laughed out loud.

			“Is it really that bad?”

			“Oh dear, yes,” the woman said with a laugh, “and that’s an understatement.”

			For whatever reason, Aryn felt safe, and it dawned on her that she had been waiting for something. A purpose. The right purpose. Nathan asked her what she was so afraid of, and she realized she was afraid of existing without reason or meaning, and beyond that, of throwing in with the wrong side again. Whether it was a function of circumstance or her own choice, it didn’t really matter. She had devoted her life to the Federal Guard, thinking she could fix everything that was wrong with it, only to realize how corrupt it really was. It cost her everything—her father, her station, and most importantly, her reason for being. For the first time in her entire life, she felt like she was somehow exactly where she needed to be, doing exactly what she was supposed to be doing. She felt it deep within herself, with every fiber of her being. “All right then,” she conceded. “Lead the way.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 28: 
The Heir of Atlas

			Becca kicked the ground in frustration.

			They had scoured the countryside and the town for Jake, but he was nowhere to be found. Their pilot was dead, shot in the back, and the helicopter was another problem altogether. The radio was in tatters, ripped out and smashed to bits, and the engine wouldn’t turn over. So, we have no helicopter, no radio, no pilot, and none of us, except for Jake, who is conveniently missing, has any flight training. She wasn’t trying to be callous about Jake; she was just trying not to worry. He’s fine, she kept repeating in her head. He was in town with them before sunrise. She saw him leave the casino right before she did.

			He’s probably shacked up with one of the locals. She rolled her eyes at no one but herself. He is known for being a player, but while we’re on mission? Maybe he had to do it for information? You keep telling yourself that, she thought and kicked another clump of dirt. This mission was turning out to be one failure after another.

			They hadn’t obtained much information the night before—nothing particularly useful aside from the fact that there had been some kind of earthquake and a loud boom a couple of weeks ago. The only person awake and sober enough to notice anything was that insufferable barkeep, Banner. She should have known they wouldn’t get much from the locals. They were no closer to their goal than when they arrived. In fact, it felt like they had taken two steps back.

			Rico stepped up beside her. “What are we going to do now, Sarge? It’s a five-day hike back to Denver, at best.”

			“We haven’t accomplished our mission. There’s still work to be done here. We’re not calling it yet.”

			Dan sat on a rock, carving pieces off an apple with his pocketknife. “You want us to go out on foot and search for Kara Svalynn?”

			She shook her head. That was a bad idea in this heat. She wanted to start throwing things at the helicopter, but she knew she needed to keep it together. “I want you and Rico to go back to the town. Stick together. Keep an eye out for both Jake and Kara. Be back here before dusk.”

			“What do you want me to do?” Faarad asked respectfully.

			She tilted her head. “We’re going to comb the surrounding forests … again.”
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			“Over here!” Faarad shouted. “I see something down the embankment!”

			Becca darted through the dry, dead forest. She skidded to a halt next to Faarad, sending some dirt and rocks flying over the side of the gulch.

			“Eleven o’clock.” Faarad pointed at a bush on the far side of the ravine. At first, all she saw was the bush, but then something caught her eye. It was an unnatural shape covered in dust and dirt, and if she hadn’t been looking in that exact spot, she would have missed it entirely, but there was no mistaking it. A leg and a boot were sticking out from underneath the brush. She didn’t waste another second and slid down the steep embankment.

			“Sarge? Is that you?” Jake’s voice was shaky and weak.

			“It’s me. Hold on, we’re going to get you out of there.” She sprinted to the bush, pushing its branches aside. What she saw made her racing heart stop, and she put her hand over her mouth to keep from crying out. She dropped to her knees.

			“That bad, huh?” he said. A smile twitched at the corner of his mouth, which made him wince in pain. Someone had beaten him within an inch of his life.

			She touched his face. “Oh, Jake. Is that really you?”

			“It’s me, all right.”

			It took all of her willpower to hold back her tears. His face was badly beaten, his eyes were glossed over. Faarad finally caught up with her. When he saw Jake, he turned away, cupping his forehead in his hand.

			“Can you move?” she said firmly. She wanted to cry out and beat her fists on the ground, but she needed to remain calm for Jake’s sake, for the sake of her team. I’m going to get the son of a bitch that did this, so help me God.

			Jake shook his head slowly. “I’ve been trying.” He started to cry. “I tried my best, Sarge! I think I’m paralyzed.”

			Becca’s heart was in her throat. “I need you to calm down. We’re going to figure a way to get you out of here and get you better.” She turned to Faarad. “Go! Get Rico and Dan. Tell them to bring a stretcher and a med kit.” He nodded and took off.

			“They’ll be back in a minute, Jake. Hang in there. Can you tell me who did this to you?”

			“I’m not really sure, it’s all such a blur,” he croaked. She held her water bottle up to his lips.

			“That’s OK. Tell me what you remember.”

			“I came back to camp early. On my way I … I … saw a light.” He took a breath.

			“What kind of a light?”

			“It was like a flash of lightning, but it didn’t come from the sky. It was the flash of a gun. When I got back, I found the pilot. He was dead.” Jake’s body seized.

			“Jake, I know you’re in pain, but I need you to focus. What happened next?”

			His breathing slowed, and he regained some composure. “I was inspecting the pilot. I think someone came up behind me.”

			“Did you see who it was? Did you get a look at their face?”

			“Not until later.” He swallowed, and she gave him more water. “I woke up lying on the ground here. Someone was standing over me. He was short and stocky. He was just smiling. I couldn’t move. It felt like …”

			“Like what, Jake?”

			“Like … like … the life was being drained from me,” he choked out.

			

			None of what he was saying made any sense. Nothing about this made any sense at all. First the sinkhole, then the rain, and now this. She knew Jake didn’t have long. There was no way they could treat him with the medical supplies they had on hand. He needs a hospital … with doctors. With the chopper down, there was no way they could get him the help he needed in time.

			“Sarge?”

			“I’m here, Jake. Save your breath.”

			“No. I have to tell you something before I go.” He also knew the end was near. It felt like a knife in her heart.

			He motioned for her to come closer. “There is a bounty hunter in town looking for Kara Svalynn. You have to be careful. I think that’s who attacked me …”

			“We’re here, Sarge!” Faarad had returned with Dan and Rico. They rushed down the embankment, but Jake was gone.

			“Is that …?” Dan began to ask. “Is he …?”

			“Yes,” Becca answered, trying to hold back the tide of her tears.

			“Who the hell did this?!” Dan demanded.

			Becca shook her head. “I know you all are hurting. I feel it too.” She touched her heart. “Jake was a great soldier and an even better friend. I have the same questions you do. How the hell did this happen?” She paused, shaking her head. “I don’t know. What I do know is that Jake stayed alive long enough to give me the intel he gathered in town. There’s a bounty hunter after Kara Svalynn, probably the same man who attacked and killed Jake. Well, I’ll be damned if we lose any more good people on my watch. We are not going to let his death be in vain, and we do that by stopping this piece-of-trash, greedy, no-good bounty hunter from getting his filthy hands on Governor Svalynn.”

			The men nodded, and she continued. “I promise you that I’ll do everything in my power to see that the person responsible for this pays.” She motioned over her head. “Now, move out! We’ve got work to do.”
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			Drake waited impatiently as the boy slowly opened his eyes. His head lolled around as he struggled to focus. I don’t have time for this. He walked over and struck him across the face.

			“What the …” the boy started to say more, but Drake couldn’t resist hitting him again. The second blow knocked a tooth out. Drake smiled and stepped back, taking in the view. The boy was staring at him, hate in his eyes. Good, I’m always up for a good challenge, especially when it comes to torture. He was about as experienced as they came, and he could already tell it wouldn’t be the physical pain that would break this one. He would have to break his mind. He would torture Kara in front of him until he broke, and then he would kill her slowly and make him watch. He didn’t have to torture them. He already had everything he needed—the book and the boy—but he wanted to. He had waited so long, too long, for his revenge, and he was going to savor it.

			“What have you done with Kara and Atsa!” the boy demanded.

			Drake nodded and smiled toward the post where the other two were tied. The boy craned his neck to see. “If you hurt them, if you hurt any of us, I will destroy you where you stand, I can do things …”

			“I am fully aware of your capabilities, Ash Phoenix”—he laughed—“which is why I gave you a healthy dose of lithium. Did you know it’s kind of like your very own kryptonite?”

			A worried look crossed over the boy’s face. His helplessness is starting to sink in. Excellent! “How … ?” Ash began to ask.

			Drake picked up Dr. Basilio’s notebook and brandished it in front of the whelp’s face. “This has been quite the well of information. Your aunt was a brilliant woman.” He stood up and paced. “If only I would have known before we beat her to death.” He laughed. “It doesn’t matter now. Her book serves me just as well.” He watched with pleasure as the boy trembled with rage. Getting under his skin was proving easier than he had imagined. Now I’m going to peel it back, layer by layer.

			“You honestly didn’t think that after your little stunt in the desert, I was going to tuck tail and run, did you?” He shook his head emphatically. “No, you little shit. I am going to squeeze every ounce of power from you. I am going to have it for myself. I’m going to drain you little by little, and when I’m not draining the life out of you, you’re going to watch me torture them. Oh, the things I’m going to do to them.”

			“Why?” Ash asked, seething.

			“Because I can, Ash. The strong prevail. You don’t deserve the power you have. If you did, you would be standing over my dead body, but you’re not. You’re tied up, powerless to stop me. So, let’s begin, shall we?” He walked over to Kara, untied her from the post, grabbed her by the hair, dragged her over, and dropped her in front of the boy. She moaned groggily. He walked over to his tools, selecting his pliers. The fingernails were always a good place to start.

			“Don’t touch her,” the boy screamed, as if his voice alone would stop him.

			“You know, Ash. It really is quite a miracle that you’re here. Have you read your aunt’s journal cover to cover?” He walked back over and crouched over Kara. Ash refused to answer and looked away. Drake continued, “Did you know that your genes are over twelve thousand years old?”

			Ash looked at him sharply.

			“Guess you didn’t get to the good stuff.” Drake laughed. “Yeah, your genius aunt found a perfectly preserved fetus on some kind of expedition and was able to clone it. That’s how you came into the world. In a test tube. Maybe that’s why you’ve always been so weak. You’re not actually a real human. You’re a science experiment. You couldn’t protect your town or your “aunt”, the woman who literally gave you life, and now you’re going to sit there and watch your friends die. How pathetic.” He took his pliers and locked onto one of Kara’s fingernails. He yanked it off, and she screamed.

			“Guess she’s awake now,” Drake said with a laugh.

			“I’ll tell you anything you want to know. I’ll give you anything. It’s me you want. Let the others go,” Ash pleaded.

			Now we’re having fun! “Wow, one fingernail and you’re offering yourself up like a virgin on prom night.” Drake smiled and shook his head. “No, kid, there’s nothing more you can offer me that I don’t already have. Don’t worry, we’re going to take this nice and slow and have some fun. I’ve never done any of these procedures before, so it’ll be a learning experience for everyone. I think we should start nice and simple, with some blood, and we’ll work our way up to brain matter and adrenal glands. I’m going to need as much from you as I can get.”
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			Ash felt his strength being siphoned away. He tried to fight, but it was no use. He felt his power bubbling under his skin, but he couldn’t reach it. He had tried time and time again, but he couldn’t summon it. He wasn’t sure how much blood Seth Drake had taken from him, but he could barely keep his eyes open. He felt himself slipping away.

			“Ash,” Atsa’s voice whispered in his mind. It sounded distant, weak. “Ash, you cannot give up. You must fight.”

			“I don’t know how,” he answered. “I have no strength left to fight.”

			“You have the sight. Use it.”

			Electrical current ran through his body, jolting him back to the present. “Can’t have you dozing off, Ash,” Drake said, standing over him with a pair of jumper cables. “The party is just getting started.”

			Drake grabbed him by what remained of his shirt and hurled him against the wall. The whole barn shook, and he slumped to the ground, too weak to move or speak. His head rolled over and he saw Kara, trembling in the corner next to him. Her fingers were a bloody mess, and a piece of her skin on her shoulder had been ripped away. He didn’t know how she was still conscious.

			“Kara,” he croaked, “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s not your fault, Ash,” she said through her sobs.

			“Aw, how sweet,” Drake said. “Now pay attention, Ash. This next part is going to be real fun. I think it’s time to give the old man a go. What do you say? He looks pretty tough to me.”

			Drake hauled Atsa over to the table, which was covered in blood. Ash caught a glimpse of his face. His eyes were white, like they were when he used his eagle sight.

			“Ash.” Atsa’s far-away voice tickled the back of his mind. “Use your song.”

			“It’s blocked. I can’t reach it.”

			“It’s not. It’s just masked. You’re using telepathy. You’re stronger than I am. You can use your power to overcome whatever this monster has given you.”

			Ash squeezed his eyes shut and reached deep within himself, focusing every fiber of his being, every ounce of his will, and slowly his song came to life. When he opened his eyes, he was floating in the air, weightless, looking down at his physical body and the gruesome scene in the barn. He continued to rise above the old building and then the tree line and the Rocky Mountains. He was accelerating, uncontrolled. His mind raced frantically, trying to regain control of his trajectory, but after a few seconds, he could see all the cities of the North American continent and the curvature of the earth. He zoomed up through the atmosphere. The harder he tried to control his song, the more it slipped through his fingers. Stars turned to pastel smudges on the dark canvas of space. Galaxies and nebulas swirled in magnificent colors as he raced past them. It went on and on. He felt so small, yet so connected with every star, planet, and galaxy and all the energy they contained. He even felt connected to the dark space in between. It too sang its own song. Everything around him vibrated and hummed, like a symphony. The cosmos sang to him like the clouds, the earth, and the animals had the night he called down the rains at Mesa Verde.

			He began to slow and finally came to a stop, floating within a cluster of stars. He counted seven. A single, beautiful blue planet was suspended between the bright stars like a sapphire diadem. How is this possible? How do I get back?

			A deep voice, the voice of the man from his dreams, answered his first question. “You are the heir of the Eye, my son. You are the blood of my blood, heart of my heart, and the mind of my mind. Your need has brought our spirits together. Your curiosity has brought us to the place where this all began.”

			

			“I don’t understand,” Ash replied. “Who are you?”

			“You know who I am. You will understand in time. Do you feel the energy around you, flowing through your conscious mind?”

			“Yes,” Ash answered in awe.

			“Focus that energy. Feel it resonate within you, and picture your planet, and that tether will return you.”

			Ash pictured the earth as he had seen it while speeding away from it only moments before, but the image flickered in his mind’s eye. I don’t want to picture it as it is, scorched and scarred, battered and broken. A different image of his home flashed through his mind, one that he had seen many times as a child in a book that Somna liked to read to him about Neil Armstrong, the first man on the moon. That image was green and blue and white. It shimmered and sparkled as the sun crested its horizon.

			Ash channeled the energy of the cosmos, letting it sing through his mind, and he began to accelerate, speeding once again through stars and galaxies. He felt the whole universe rushing around him, bending to his will, and then, almost as quickly as it began, it was over and his astral form came to rest, floating above Earth, just beyond the moon. He noticed something shiny in his peripheral vision and turned his attention toward the moon. Something glinted, and he saw tiny white figures moving around on its surface.

			“Is this real?”

			“Yes.”

			“But how?”

			“You are the SeerSinger. You have the ability to not only see across time and space, but to move through it. That is your gift.”

			“How do I get back? How do I use it to help my friends?”

			“If you wish to go back, simply will it, and it will be so, but you alone must figure out how to use your song to save your friends. That I cannot tell you. You are the SeerSinger, the heir of the Eye, Prince of Atlantis. I’m sure you’ll think of something.” The voice grew faint. Ash could feel the presence depart.

			“Where are you going?” Ash cried out.

			“Home. My people need me now, as your people need you. Master your song. You will need it for what is coming.”

			And then he was alone, floating over Earth as it had been a century ago. It felt so peaceful hovering above the earth, but he needed to return to his time. He calmed and focused his mind, picturing the earth, his earth, willing himself to feel the helplessness of his current, or rather, future self. He let his memories, and all of the emotions they brought, wash over him. As they passed through him, they drew with them the song of the cosmos, like a thread through the eye of a needle. The song hummed and pitched and lilted through him.

			The earth began to spin faster and faster, and he watched it transform in front of his eyes as satellites were launched, and nuclear weapons were detonated over China, Europe, and Russia. He watched the green fade and the brown take root, decimating continents and oceans as the abuse of two hundred years of irresponsible technological advancement finally exacted its price.

			And then it stopped. He dove back into the atmosphere, back to Durango. He didn’t return to his body, but instead he hovered above the town. Returning to his physical form wouldn’t do him or anyone else any good. His body was weak, battered, and broken, and he wasn’t sure he would be able to project his astral form again.

			He looked down, searching for a sign of anything that might help him. It was midday, and the streets were mostly empty except for four people moving in tight formation down the main street. He soared down, floating above them, and took note of the insignia on their armbands. They are with the Coalition. He flew in front of the female leading the group, and waved his arms, but she passed through him like he was made of air. I am made of air, he thought ruefully. He tried shouting, punching, and kicking, but to no avail. He was invisible, a ghost. He had to find a way to communicate with them.

			He wracked his brain as he followed the soldiers. Maybe he could try “jumping” inside one of the soldiers to communicate? He paused, mulling it over. It seemed wrong. Wouldn’t it be like possessing someone against their will? But his line of thinking wasn’t completely off track. He remembered Atsa telling him that it was easier to see by joining with a spirit animal. That’s it!

			Ash scanned his immediate vicinity, and his sights settled on a scrawny black cat sitting underneath a porch. It seemed to be looking right at him. I wonder if it can see me. He moved toward the cat, and it scurried farther underneath the structure before he could reach it, hissing at him and recoiling, swatting the air dramatically with its paw. Ash had a sinking feeling he was going to have to find a more willing participant.

			Suddenly, he heard the noise that had been there the entire time. A barking dog penetrated his awareness. It had been so incessant since his arrival in this God-forsaken place that it had faded into the background, becoming as much a part of the landscape as the hard, cracked ground and the mesas. They say that dog is man’s best friend. I guess it’s time to put that to the test.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 29: 
Our Children’s Children

			“I knew the wolves were circling, but I thought we would have a little more time,” said Ela, exhaling. “And Henry, oh Henry … ” So many good people have died.

			“I know it’s not the news you wanted to hear, Ms. Argenta, but I hope it will help you mount an effective defense,” Aryn said.

			“Please call me Ela.” She rubbed her eyes. She hadn’t slept in two days. She stood and walked to a basin filled with water and splashed her face. It felt refreshing, but as soon as the water dried, the feeling faded, and her weariness returned. “It’s not just the Federal Guard or the East we’re fighting anymore. Dagon is coming for us.”

			“We must end this standoff with Governor Anders so we can prepare to face this new threat. Maybe it’s time to consider using force? With the power of the choruses, we could end the conflict without much bloodshed,” Fey said, leaning forward. Ela knew she had a point, but something told her that if they sacrificed their morals here, and they somehow survived the coming storm, they would be building their future on a lie. The United States had been founded under similar circumstances. The country’s forefathers wrote the words that every man was entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but they built the fledgling nation on the backs of slaves. When it achieved status as a global superpower, its leaders continued to rape and pillage, to take what they wanted from the weak and the powerless. The rot had started at the beginning and proceeded to vine its way through society until it collapsed, diseased and corrupted. If they sacrificed their integrity, she knew that eventually everything they were fighting so hard for would meet the same fate.

			“You know, I knew your father, Ms. Finn. I met him at the Convention of States that led to the Rift.” Ela thought back on that fateful congregation. They had all been so hopeful that they would make a real difference and pull their government and the world back from the brink of chaos and destruction. They were naive to think that with one fell swoop they could root out a disease that had been eating away at the foundations of their nation for so many centuries. A tear trickled down Aryn’s cheek. “I am sorry for your loss. Your father was a good man.” She walked over and placed a hand on Aryn’s shoulder.

			“I know what I have to do,” Ela said. “Kyle’s mind and body have been poisoned, but I believe I can reverse most of the damage, heal his mind, and end this if I can get close to him. There is only one way I can think of to do that.” The irony wasn’t lost on her that, once again, she found herself surrendering, and she smiled a weak smile. This will be different, though. I won’t be surrendering the people I lead. I will be surrendering myself for them, and this time I know what I’m up against.

			Fey seemed to catch on to her meaning. “You can’t, Ela. You can’t give yourself up. We need you here! We need you to lead! If this fails …” her words faltered.

			Ela smiled at her. “I won’t fail. I can’t, Fey. The fate of humanity hangs in the balance. I’m giving myself up. It’s the only way I can get close enough to Kyle to heal him so that we can focus our efforts on the real threat in the south. Dagon is on our doorstep. He’s not going to sit around and wait for us to work out our differences. He’s coming for us, and he’s coming for us soon.”

			“Then let another healer go!” Fey demanded.

			“The governor isn’t in his right mind. Even if I sent another Singer as an official envoy, it wouldn’t work because he is so paranoid that no one else could get close enough to heal him. It’s me he wants, he and that snake of an assistant who’s been poisoning him. I won’t be unprotected. My song is powerful,” she said gently. Fey opened her mouth but shut it without saying anything. She knows I’m right.

			“I will leave at first light,” Ela stated, “and I will go alone. While I am gone, I will need you here, Fey. I will need you to ready the Singers for the coming battle.” She turned her gaze to Aryn. “And you, Ms. Finn. I know you have been with us for less than a day. We have power; you have that power, but what we need is a strategist. I would like you to take command of the war effort. Learn all you can about the Singers and what they can do, and use your military experience to help us figure out how to beat Dagon’s army.”

			Aryn looked at her sharply. “I am honored, ma’am, but I …”

			Ela cut her off. “I know you have suffered as much as any one of us here, but even if you have half the military mind your father had, I am confident you will make him proud. Our conventional forces have been decimated. Colorado Springs is a pile of rubble. General Nordstern is dead, and our alleged allies—the governors of the member states of the Coalition in the north and west—have not answered our calls for help. You are the most experienced officer we have. We need you.”

			Aryn took a deep breath and nodded. “I will do my best.”

			“Now, I haven’t slept in days. I will need my strength for tomorrow. I bid you all goodnight. May your song flow pure and true.”

			Aryn and Fey stood, saluting her. “As may yours, Ela Argenta,” they said in unison.
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			Helena was annoyed that she had to get her hands dirty, but Mahler wanted the governor kept in the dark until the very end, until it was too late. Mahler didn’t want these deserters giving up strategic information about the position of his forces, so he had ordered her to assassinate Nathan Riley and Jayne Rell. Honestly, she didn’t see the point. Kyle was so far gone that he didn’t know his ass from his head. He was a pathetic, sniveling shadow of the man he had once been, but she did as she was told. The deed was done.

			She heard footsteps in the hall. It’s about time, she thought sarcastically and donned her best terrified face. She threw herself into a corner and dropped the knife as the door opened. The guard paused, taking in the bloody scene before rushing over to her. “Are you all right Ms. Wick? Are you hurt?”

			

			She sobbed. “They just … just attacked me, and I … I … pulled my knife. Everything after that is just a blur.” She clutched the guard’s chest, pulling him in for comfort, and wailed into his shoulder.

			“Are you hurt, Ms. Wick?” the guard repeated firmly.

			“No… . I … I think I’m OK,” she said, stuttering.

			He looked relieved. “You’re lucky to be alive. It’s a good thing you had your knife, but it’s a wonder you were able to defend yourself from two trained soldiers.” He shot her an appraising look. “How did you manage it?”

			To be honest, it was too easy, like taking candy from a baby. The deserters didn’t even see it coming from meek, subservient Helena Wick as she sauntered behind them, carrying on a mild, civil line of questioning.

			“Like I said, it happened so fast …” She let her voice trail off in feigned terror.

			The guard nodded. “A lady like you should have never been in a place like this to begin with,” he said indignantly. She nodded weakly, and he guided her out of the room into the main hall of the detention center. “Governor Anders has asked for you, but I’m sure it can wait, given the circumstances. I’ll inform the Capitol Guard that we need to get you somewhere safe and get you cleaned up.”

			She pulled away from his arm and steadied herself. “No, no. There’s no need. I’m unhurt, and my duty calls.”

			“You’re made of tougher stuff than you look, Ms. Wick. Are you sure?”

			If you only knew. “Yes, I’m sure,” she said shyly. “Do you know why the governor asked for me?”

			“Not specifically.” He shook his head. “All I know is that one of the traitors surrendered and wants to negotiate on behalf of the Conservatory, or whatever they’re calling New Boulder, but after this incident, I don’t think it’s wise …”

			“Take me to the governor immediately,” she commanded, more harshly than she intended. Her heart was racing. I need to be in the room when Governor Anders meets this so-called envoy.

			

			Twenty minutes later she strode through the double doors of the governor’s office. Kyle was sitting at his desk. She could see his hands shaking violently, and she smiled. It won’t be long now, she mused. She was starting to drop her act around him. His mind was so far gone, he bent to her will like a reed in the wind. “Where is this envoy?” she demanded, the last word dripping with sarcasm.

			“I didn’t want to see her without you here,” he said shakily. “I … I … need you, Helena. You’re the only one I can trust.”

			Helena smiled. “Of course, Governor.” She picked up the phone on his desk since he didn’t seem to be able to do it himself, and she dialed security on the first floor. “Bring in the negotiator, and station extra security outside the governor’s office. Be on high alert,” she ordered.

			A few moments later, and much to Helena’s delight, none other than Ela Argenta herself was hauled through the doors and thrown in front of the governor’s desk onto her knees. She looked up at Helena and Kyle with big, sad eyes.

			“Well, well, well,” Helena said. “I really didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to turn yourself over like this, but I suppose everyone has a breaking point.”

			Ela didn’t say anything. Her eyes looked distant, like she was in a state of deep concentration. “Well,” Helena demanded impatiently, “you came here to negotiate, didn’t you? Tell me, why would we negotiate with a traitor like you?”

			“I’m not a traitor,” Ela replied. “You are.”

			Helena threw her head back and laughed. “That’s all you have to say? I think your actions speak louder than your words. Do you have any evidence to back up this ridiculous claim?”

			“You’ve been poisoning the governor,” Ela responded robotically. Her voice sounded as distant as her eyes looked. What is she up to? Is she high?

			Helena looked over at Kyle. His eyes were wide. She looked down at his hands. They had stopped trembling. His skin looked flush, no longer pale and sickly. She looked back and forth between Ela and Kyle. Ela shuddered, and at the exact same time, Kyle sucked in a long, healthy breath, placing steady arms on the desk to support himself.

			She rushed around the desk to end Ela Argenta, pulling her knife, but she was hurled back by an invisible force. She had seen Ela’s force shield, and it was impressive, but it was a large, bulky, temperamental-looking thing. Upon turning herself in, Ela was strip-searched from head to toe. What kind of technology or weapon could be small enough to sneak past security yet pack enough punch to throw me across the room? “Guards!” she shrieked. Men and women came rushing into the room. “This traitor attacked us! Subdue her!” The guards moved in to execute her order.

			“Halt!” Kyle held up a hand, still steadying himself on the desk with the other. “Do not carry out that order.” He looked weak, but his voice was strong and commanding. “Seize her! She’s the traitor,” Kyle bellowed and pointed at Helena, but she was already in motion. She wasn’t going to be captured or die here like some dog. She flung two knives, hitting the guards closest to her square in their chests. They went down instantly. She hurled another one at the guard rushing her from the door, and twisted in the air, hurling a fourth at the governor. She didn’t stop long enough to see whether her last throwing knife hit its target. She darted through the open doors and past guards in the hall who were rushing in the opposite direction toward to the governor’s office. To them, she was a trusted adviser, confidant of the governor, fleeing an assassin, and she used the confusion to slip out of the Capitol.
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			Kyle was lying on his bed, looking out the window in his bedroom in the governor’s mansion, when a soft knock came at the door. “Come in,” he said wearily. Ela Argenta opened the door and walked gracefully to his bedside. She was still the same Ela he had known for so many years, but something about her seemed … he searched for the word. Hard. She had always been the negotiator, the mediator, the one to smooth things over when tempers ran high, but she carried an air of command about her, an air of confidence that she had never projected in her younger years. I suppose that’s what war does to a person. It either breaks you, or its fires forge you into steel.

			“You look like you’re on the mend, Kyle,” she said warmly. He looked away, his cheeks glowing hot with shame. Even though he knew he had been poisoned, he still couldn’t bring himself to terms with his actions. I almost used force against my own people. As if she could read his mind, she laid a hand on his wrist. “It wasn’t your fault, Kyle. None of it was. You know that, right?”

			“I should have seen it. I should have paid more attention. The signs were there, but I was too trusting, too preoccupied with the war, to see what was going on right under my own nose,” he said bitterly. “I nearly cost every soul in the Coalition their freedom. My actions may still cause that outcome.”

			“Look at me, Kyle Anders.” She reached out with her graceful, long fingers and turned his head. “You are a good man, and you have done so much good for so many people. Trust me. I understand what it’s like to be betrayed, but that doesn’t mean you should beat yourself up for trusting the people around you. You did the best you could, and it was a hell of a lot better than anyone else could have done. Look how far we’ve come. You’ve held things together for so long now… .” She let out a long breath. “Give yourself a break, Kyle. That vixen was as wily as they come. She had everyone fooled.”

			He nodded. “She wouldn’t have fooled Kara.”

			Ela shook her head. “My God. You put her on such a pedestal!” She laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, Kyle. I think the world of Kara, and of course I hope she is OK. She is my dearest friend, my sister, but Kara made her own mistakes too. We all have. We’re all human.”

			“What happened in New Mexico?” he asked discerningly.

			“If we make it through this, I will tell you everything, but that is a story for another time. Right now we need to lead …”

			Kyle interrupted her. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but the people need a strong leader, and I can’t be that for them right now. There is no ‘we.’ I want you to take the helm. You’re the only one who can. Until a proper election can be held, I am appointing you acting governor. The Articles of Alliance grant me that power in a state of emergency.”

			“Kyle, the last decade has been a state of emergency.” They both laughed.

			“It’s amazing we’re still here to share a good laugh, don’t you think?” He nodded.

			“I accept, Kyle. I’m not sure if there is any way out of this mess, but I’ll do everything in my power to see this through. You’ve done enough. Heal and rest.”

			He patted her on the arm. “Go. Rally your Conservatory, or whatever you’re calling it. I sure as hell don’t understand it all. I don’t know anything about this ability of yours, this song, but you healed me with it, so it must be something powerful.” He sighed. “I feel like we’re living in some crazy alternate reality, and I can’t tell whether it’s a nightmare or a fairytale.”

			“I think it’s a little bit of both,” Ela said and shrugged. “But whatever this crazy universe throws at us, it’s still ours to make of it what we can, and we do that by being our best selves.”

			“Then go fight for it, Governor Argenta. Go save us from ourselves so that we can build a brighter future for our children and our children’s children.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 30: 
Song of a Thousand Pieces

			Aryn stood on top of Castle Rock. An icy wind whipped her face, chilling her to the bone, but she welcomed it. She wished with all her heart that Nathan was standing next to her, but he was now as cold as the wind. I didn’t even get to say goodbye. She pushed the thought away, steeling herself and making a silent vow: If I make it through this, I’m going to track down that coward, Helena Wick, and kill her.

			She looked out over the valley at the gathered Singers and Coalition troops. Everything they could muster was here—every cannon, every man, every gun, and every blade. She didn’t know how it would be enough, but it had to be enough. Ela stood beside her.

			Aryn had protested fiercely when Ela said she would be joining the fight, but Ela would not to be deterred. “If we lose the coming battle, Denver will fall within hours, maybe a day at most, and then it won’t matter whether I’m sitting in the governor’s chair or on the moon. We must use every weapon at our disposal, and that includes me. Plus, I am the only one who has an idea of what we’re up against. The matter is settled.”

			They had been standing in silence at the top of the makeshift battlement for several hours, and Aryn was beginning to doubt whether this Dagon and his army were going to meet them on the battlefield at all. She turned to Ela. “I don’t think he’s coming,” she said impatiently. “What if he’s somehow flanked us to the north?”

			Ela turned her head and looked Aryn in the eyes. “He’s almost here. I can feel him. Be ready. We must strike hard and fast.”

			Aryn turned her gaze to the south and watched the first line of Eastern troops march out of the woods. Finally. A fire, a flame she thought had been snuffed out, roared back to life in her chest. I was born for this. She was going to make the Feds pay for their treachery. Every last one of them. Everything but the battle faded away. She felt no more grief, no more pain—only the determination to avenge her father, the townspeople of Dulce, Nathan, Jayne, and so many others who had suffered and perished under the boot of the Eastern regime. The final battle had begun.

			“Chorus of Aries,” she commanded, “burn that tree line to the ground!” Ela was amplifying her voice for her while maintaining a psychic shield around the Grand Chorus and the Coalition forces. Aryn did not have time to hone her own song, but she could see the strings vibrating through the others, and she knew what they were. It will have to be enough.

			On her right flank, balls of fire flickered to life in the hands of the Singers of the Chorus of Aries. She could hear their high-pitched song, commanding the element to bend to their will. “Volley!” Her voice boomed out over the valley. The fireballs flew through the air, and the tree line burst into flame.

			“Chorus of Zeus, at the ready!” she yelled, pacing back and forth on the mesa. The sky darkened. She could see the pulsing blue resonance of the Singers of the Chorus of Zeus. It crackled and pitched like a snare drum. A group of bunnies were trying to flank them around the east end of the tree line. The Chorus of Zeus was watching her with rapt attention. She pointed to her ten o’clock, and Kristoff, the head of the chorus, nodded in acknowledgement. He saw the attempted flank, and she brought her hand down. Bolts of lightning rained down from the sky, ripping the ground to shreds, and sending enemy soldiers flying into the air.

			Suddenly, a great wind blew in from the south. Aryn had to dig in her heels to keep from being blown off the mesa. She looked over at Ela to make sure she was OK, but the great woman hadn’t even flinched. She stood there rooted like a tree, arms outstretched. She could feel the vibrations pulsing from her and see the silver strings of harmony flowing from Ela’s fingertips.

			Aryn returned her attention to the battlefield. The ferocious wind snuffed out the fire on the southern front, and the Federal Guard began advancing. She took out her binoculars. Horrified, she observed as several of the charred corpses of Federal Guard soldiers stood and began to march with the living. They weren’t holding guns; they were holding lances. They mean to face us hand to hand.
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			Xavier felt the deep, methodical melody of water thrum through him. He shaped it, molded it, compressed the frequency, and released it toward the dark, gathering clouds. Golf ball-sized hail rained down on the enemy soldiers moving toward them, but they seemed to be getting up as fast as they were knocked down, and inch by inch, the bunnies were gaining ground.

			The Grand Chorus sang in full orchestration. It was something fearsome to behold. The ground rippled in front of it as the Chorus of Terra drummed the earth like a giant timpani. The high-pitched arias of the Chorus of Winds and the Chorus of Aries burned like a fiery hurricane through the enemy forces. The Chorus of Hephaestus rang like a great bell, sending spikes of iron speeding through the air. Still, their enemies were gaining ground. The Chorus of Winds synchronized, sending white columns of air hurling toward the enemy infantry. For a moment, Xavier thought they might beat them back, but the enemy kept coming.

			He could see their eyes, their dead cold eyes, as they approached the thin, front line of Coalition troops. He watched, exhilaration giving way to fear, as they lowered their lances and easily cut through the West’s front lines. A lance hurtled through the air and caught Xavier in the shoulder. He was knocked to the ground. Pain seared through his arm and his chest, and he gasped for air.

			His mother appeared, standing over him. “Mom,” he said weakly, “what are you doing here?”

			“Hold on, Xavier,” she said firmly. “Everything is going to be OK. I have a healer with me.”

			The healer knelt over him and snapped the end of the lance. He could feel the vibrations coming from her as she amplified his strength and pulled the shaft from him. He felt her strong, gentle song course through his body as she healed him. Fey grabbed his hand to pull him up, but he felt her body jolt, and watched in horror as blood blossomed around a lance buried in her chest.

			“Mother!” he wailed. She swooned into his arms, and he laid her gently on her side. “No!” he said, sobbing. He turned to search for the healer, but she was already dashing down the line to help someone else. He shouted after her, but the sounds of the battle drowned out his voice.

			“It’s OK, son,” she said breathily. “It’s OK. Go. Get out of here. Leave me. Save yourself.” He looked wildly around for another healer, but the battlefield was chaos. There were enemy troops everywhere he turned. “I love you…” she said in a whisper as he clutched her close to his chest.

			“I will always love you,” he said, sobbing, and then he felt the oscillations of her spirit dissipate. The life faded from her eyes, and she was gone. He sat there rocking back and forth, holding her in his arms as the enemy streamed in around him like locusts.
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			Ela could feel herself weakening as Dagon’s oily song lashed out at her psychic shield. She heard Aryn cry out to her, “Ela! They’ve broken through the front lines!” Ela shuddered as another onslaught of fire and steel resonance cut to shreds the auric shield that she was extending around the Grand Chorus. She dropped to one knee as if physically struck with a hammer. Sweat trickled down her back and neck. She pulled on the energy of the rock below her, transforming the resonance, and stood holding her hands out, raising the shield again, but she only had enough energy to maintain it over the small command post on the top of the mesa.

			It took all her ability to project the psychic shield out over the expanse of the battlefield, but even so, their forces were being obliterated. She knew that if she didn’t do something fast, the battle, the war, would be over.

			“Their soldiers won’t die!” Aryn shouted over the din of battle.

			Ela walked to the ledge of the mesa and looked out. Her eyes scanned the chaos, but something caught her eye at the south end of the valley. A small girl paced back and forth, arms clasped behind her back. She sent out a string of diagnostic resonance. It took a few moments for the sound to bounce back at that distance, but when it returned, she knew it was Dagon. He was propping the soldiers up, dead or alive, with strings of sickly black dissonance.

			She didn’t know how to defeat such power, and in her despair, she almost let the psychic shield around the command post drop, but then she remembered Maia’s warning about portals. “Promise me, Ela, that you will not attempt something like that again unless it is absolutely necessary. Using the frequency of space-time to sing is extremely dangerous.”

			Ela didn’t even know if she could repeat the complex harmonies Maia had shown her to create the portal, but a plan formed in her mind, and it was the only thing she could think of to save them. She let the psychic shield collapse, reinforcing only her own mental defenses. If she was going to do this, she needed every ounce of power, every thread of song she could muster, and whatever remaining amplification, if any at all, the Crystal of Tears could provide. She pulled on every available frequency around her, the resonance of the sky, the rock below her feet, the resonance of the wind and water. At the same time, she reached out telepathically to Zella, the strongest wind Singer she had.

			“Zella, are you there?” she asked.

			“I am,” she answered weakly. “Something is … trying to invade me… . I don’t know if I can hold it off.”

			“Push back. Burn it off with fire. You must hold out for a few more minutes. When I give the command, send a burst of the strongest wind you can possibly conjure to the south. It needs to be precise, directed, and it has to be executed at the exact moment I tell you.”

			“I will try,” she answered.

			

			Ela felt the ground tremble as she drew on earth energy. The winds raged around her. She pictured her escape from the facility in Washington, DC, focused on remembering every detail down to the last speck of dust, and envisioned the complex symphony of golden strings to form the portal. She started to form the strands, weaving them into a shimmering thread. She could feel Dagon’s tentacles slithering around her mental defenses, but she ignored them. There was nothing to be done about them. Forming the portal would require every ounce of energy she possessed. If she didn’t accomplish what she was aiming for in the next few seconds, it wouldn’t matter. She set the final frequency in place, channeled it through the crystal, and hurled it to the spot right behind where the monster was pacing. The amplification worked, but the crystal around her neck grew hot. I can’t hold it for long. She saw the portal shimmer in the distance and pinged the location to Zella.

			“Now!” she commanded Zella. A stream, a narrow column of white air, burst from the western hill. A brilliant flash of light illuminated the tree line and vanished in an instant. The Crystal of Tears shattered into a thousand pieces. Ela stumbled to the western ledge to look down at the battlefield. She fell to her knees, her energy completely drained, and darkness crept into the corners of her vision.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 31: 
Homecoming

			The mangy, black dog jumped in front of Becca, startling her so badly that she nearly shot it. “What the hell,” she said as it danced around in front of her, barking and spinning in circles. It started to trot off a few paces and then looked over its shoulder expectantly.

			“I think it wants us to follow it,” Rico joked. The dog barked once as if to answer him.

			Something inside Becca pulled at her, told her to follow it. “I … I think it does.”

			“Come on, Sarge. You can’t be serious.” The dog barked again.

			“Is it really so crazy after everything we’ve seen?” she said, wondering aloud. “What have we got to lose?”

			She took a few steps toward the dog, and it skipped a few more paces forward, bounced in a circle, and yipped at them again. It began to canter toward an alley, and she jogged after it. “Come on, boys!” she shouted over her shoulder, waving her arm over her head. The dog broke into a run, and Becca increased her speed to match it. They wove in between run-down buildings that looked like a slight breeze might tip them over and came to a halt in front of an old barn. The dog slowly and quietly crept toward the barn—then stopped and lifted its front paw in the air, as if to say, “Approach with caution.”

			A human wail came from the barn, and Becca held up a fist, motioning for her men to flank the doors. She held up three fingers and silently counted down, mouthing the words, three, two, one. She kicked in the door, and they stormed into the barn.

			A short, stocky, brown-haired man stood over a workbench, holding a scalpel covered in blood. He had on a blacksmith’s leather apron, which was also streaked with blood. An old, weathered man lay on the table, writhing in pain. Becca aimed her rifle at the butcher. “On your knees!” she shouted. Her team flanked her.

			“This is none of your business,” the man snarled at her.

			“Over there, against the post!” Dan shouted. Becca backed away, keeping her gun trained on the man, and motioned for Faarad and Rico to keep him in their sights. She turned. There was no mistaking her. Kara Svalynn lay slumped against a post in a bloody, mangled mess. Becca rushed to Kara and put her fingers on her carotid artery. Still alive!

			“I said on your knees!” Becca shouted again. The man sneered and lowered himself to the ground. “Drop the knife!” she commanded. “Hands behind your head!”

			The next few seconds were a blur. The bounty hunter dropped the knife but used the opening to draw his sidearm. A gunshot ripped through the air. For a few dizzying seconds, Becca wasn’t sure who fired first, but as she watched, the butcher slumped to the ground, and a wisp of smoke spiraled up from the barrel of Dan’s rifle. Dan had shot the bastard right between the eyes, and blood started to pool under his head.

			“Son of a bitch was a fast draw,” he said, pupils dilated.

			Becca let out a breath. “Not fast enough, Dan. Good looking out.”
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			The sun beat down on his legs, but somehow it seemed less intense, less brutal than it had ever been. A cool breeze brushed his skin, and shoots of green grass were popping up. It had rained again the night before, this time of its own accord. The forest looked greener, birds chirped from tree branches, and squirrels chittered and chased each other up trees. The sounds reminded him of his childhood. He pushed himself out from under the belly of the helicopter, and pulled the technical manual toward him, studying it. Working with the wrenches, the grease, the nuts, and the bolts made him feel closer to Javier, like a piece of his old friend was still with him. He is still with me.

			

			Over the previous two days, since Becca and her team had rescued them, Becca and Kara had become inseparable. The pair prowled around the camp, whispering to each other or laughing at some mysterious joke meant only for them. Kara was still on the mend. She had bandages on her hands and a large patch on her shoulder where Drake had stripped the flesh from her, but she seemed to be recovering surprisingly well. The two women approached him.

			“Is the radio up and running yet?” Kara asked.

			“Almost,” he said, squinting up at her from the ground.

			“You said that yesterday,” Becca huffed. “You sure you know what you’re doing?”

			“Well, helicopters are significantly more complex than cars, but it’s coming along.”

			Kara eyed him suspiciously. “Isn’t the radio in the cockpit?”

			“Can’t you hook the radio directly into the battery, so we can call for assistance?” Becca demanded, not even giving him a chance to respond to Kara’s question. He tried to keep himself from smiling. Were all women this inquisitive and intense?

			Truthfully, he was stalling for time, time to think about his ability, his song, and the voice. Time to think about his identity. The more he thought about it, the more an image of a moonlit mountain range flashed through his mind. He wasn’t sure whether it was a memory or a manifestation of his song, but at the center of the mountains, a bright, shimmering blue sphere floated in the air. It seemed to whisper to him, and every time he saw it, he felt a tug, as if the orb was somehow pulling at him, urging him to seek it out. He also couldn’t help but notice the striking similarity between the blue planet on his astral journey and the sphere of his visions. They looked exactly the same, and while the planet had been suspended between seven stars, the orb in the vision was suspended between the peaks of seven mountains. It’s no coincidence. There was a connection, a piece of his identity hidden in the riddle, and he intended to find out what it was.

			Atsa had used his eaglesight and told them that the skies had cleared, that the eastern threat had been vanquished. The battle was over and the long, hard work of reunification and of rebuilding was beginning. While Ash was overjoyed to hear the war was over, that this part of the world, at least, would finally have some peace, it wasn’t his peace. Not yet anyway. The world was bigger than Dulce, bigger than Colorado, bigger than North America. He was restless by nature and had a burning desire to discover himself, his place in the world. The facility, Somna’s journal, and his newfound power left him with more questions than answers. He would leave the rebuilding to people better suited to the gargantuan task of creating stability, peace, and permanence. His past, his present, and his future were calling to him, and he knew his purpose, his path, would lead him elsewhere, onward.

			He realized Becca was waiting for him to answer her with her hands on her hips, impatiently tapping her foot. Kara looked even less pleased. He knew he couldn’t stall any longer, and try as he might, he hadn’t been able to find the answers he sought with his song, this so-called sight he was endowed with. Every time he tried to use it to see deeper into the vision of the orb and the mountains, it felt like he was trying to ride a bucking bronco. Wild, senseless images would flash through his mind. The last time he attempted it, it gave him an earsplitting headache for hours.

			He sighed. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that before. Good idea, Becca. I’ll try hooking the radio directly into the battery.” Of course, he had known that all along. Becca looked pleased with herself, but Kara’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. She knew something was afoot. He flashed her a warm smile, trying to look normal and put her at ease, but the corners of her mouth turned down into a deep frown.

			He hoped Kara would understand his decision to move on, to keep searching for his place and his purpose. He had grown close to her over the course of their journey, and his heart clenched at the thought of parting ways with her. He didn’t have romantic feelings for her. In fact, he wasn’t certain that women were quite his speed when it came to such things, not that he had any experience whatsoever to base it on, but he felt connected to Kara in a way he couldn’t quite explain … like they were family or old friends. He rehearsed different ways he might break the news, but every time he thought to broach the subject with her, he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. About one thing he was certain. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, slip off in the night again without saying goodbye. That was something that the boy Ash would have done, and he was no longer a boy. Whatever comes next, I will own it. There was no doubt he felt the urge to do it, to melt into the night and go on his way, but he wouldn’t let himself be ruled by it.
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			Marissa looked out through a porthole in the dark onto a strange world with two dim, red suns. Strange-looking plants swayed in the thick atmosphere, and even stranger creatures clicked and scurried all around. She felt her body-snatcher’s rage. It wasn’t defeated, but it was delayed. Significantly.

			They seemed to be approaching a massive, gnarled structure. Its dark spire split the ground, twisting grotesquely toward the sky, and she watched, both fascinated and terrified, as they entered it through an archway at its base. They came into a dimly lit, massive chamber where giant, humanoid creatures sat on a high dais shaped like a half moon. They were twice the size of a full-grown man, but their faces were disproportionately small compared with their bodies, and the faces were pinched and angular. Long, triangular jackal ears pointed straight up, well above the crowns of their heads. Their red eyes watched them with contempt as they approached.

			“Why have you come back to us empty-handed, Dagon?” they projected telepathically. She could feel their resentment, their hatred of him, as clearly as she understood the meaning of their strange telepathy, which wasn’t conveyed in words, but complex bursts of emotion.

			“I have not come back empty-handed,” Dagon said with a snarl. “I have come back with an Atlantide as my vessel.”

			“You promised us all an Atlantide,” they snarled back, “and we have been waiting for twelve thousand years.”

			

			“And you shall have them,” Dagon said. She could feel power radiating from her body, and one of the giants writhed in pain. Dagon was attacking it, demonstrating his prowess. “But you will have to do more than sit on your thrones while I do all of the work.” She could feel a mix of fear, wonder, and resentment coming from the creatures. “Ready the warships, Nephilim,’ he commanded. “We are going back to claim what is ours and take our rightful place in this universe.”

		

	
		
			
Epilogue

			Once Ash fixed the radio, it only took a couple of hours for a Coalition helicopter to come to their aid. He supposed it had something to do with Kara and her status as a member of the governing council, or whatever it was called. He’d had a hard enough time coming up to speed on Kara after she revealed her true identity, let alone all of the political entities, free-states, Coalition members, and United States loyalists. If he was being completely honest, he didn’t really care all that much about the complexities and nuances of the political state of the North American continent. It wasn’t that he supported the United States and its actions. He was most certainly, without a doubt, a supporter of the Coalition and what it stood for, but outside of that, the rest didn’t seem all that interesting or important to him or his path.

			Kara, on the other hand, wouldn’t shut up about it. She went on and on about this or that senator or Coalition councilwoman or governor, so he was relieved when they finally boarded the helicopter. Despite the fact that his stomach dropped to his feet when the vehicle lifted into the air, the deafening sound of the chopper granted him a reprieve from Kara’s merciless, unrelenting sales pitch on the merits of a career in public service. He appreciated what she was trying to do, but if politics were anything as boring as her rants, he didn’t think he’d be able to stay awake long enough to make any sort of impact.

			The moment they landed in Denver, they were loaded into black SUVs and taken to a place called the Conservatory. As they approached the colossal dome, with its elegant iron spires arching overhead, his heart began to race. The whole mountain seemed to pulse. The visual impact of the monolithic structure paled in comparison to the awesome power radiating from within it. It sounded like a thousand violinists tuning their instruments, and it took his breath away.

			Since Javier’s death, Ash had felt so alone in the world, and that feeling was only amplified when he discovered his power, his song. Until that moment, Atsa had been the only other person in the vast world who even remotely understood his unique ability. The power of the Singers at the Conservatory swept away his loneliness in a torrent of song. There had to be hundreds, maybe even thousands, of Singers residing here, and he understood the reason behind the name for the place. As they drew near, he felt as if, somehow, in some strange way, he was coming home.

			This is so much more than I dared hope for. He had seen the journey to Denver as a delay, a necessary one, but a delay nonetheless. He expected to be debriefed and then sent on his way, possibly given a few supplies or, at most, transportation to the coast; but a place with so many others like him was bound to hold some answers, answers that could set him on a more specific path than just a vague pull to the east. Suddenly, he was aware that he wasn’t simply waiting for his journey to begin. It had already begun. He smiled. The universe works in mysterious ways. It can be a son of a bitch, but it can also be poetically elegant as hell.
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			When the doors to the governor’s office opened, Kara’s jaw dropped. No one had said a word to her, and she assumed she would be meeting with Kyle. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine she would be standing in front of Ela. She was so stunned, so overjoyed, that she forgot about the throbbing pain in her hands and the burning sting from the missing flesh on her shoulder.

			She began to tremble. “I … I …” she stuttered, not knowing what to say. Ela rushed around her desk and threw her arms around Kara. “I thought you were dead!” Kara blurted as a tsunami of emotion overcame her and tears streamed down her face. They stood for what seemed like an hour holding each other until Ela gently pushed her away. Her face was streaked with tears as well, but then she smiled and threw her head back and laughed. Kara had known Ela for many years, but she had never heard her laugh like that. It was deep and rich, and she sensed that the time they had been apart had changed her friend. It had changed her as well.

			Ela waved for Kara to sit, and she pulled a chair up to the massive oak desk. It was a desk befitting a leader, and the irony was not lost on her that she was the one sitting in front of it. I was in charge for so many years; it’s time for someone else to take up the mantle. The thought made her smile but caused her mind to turn to Kyle, and a worried look crossed her face. “I don’t mean to sour the moment but …”

			“Kyle is fine, Kara.” Despite their evident personal growth, some things hadn’t changed. They could still finish each other’s thoughts and sentences. “He has been through a lot, but he is well. I know he will be overjoyed to see you.” Ela smiled at her warmly.

			The words put her mind at ease, but she still had so many questions. She didn’t even know where to begin. “What happened here, Ela?”

			Ela leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Magic, tragedy, war, and love. I understand from the report Sergeant Clay sent ahead of your arrival that you have some experience with the magic I speak of?”

			Kara nodded slowly. “I do. I’ve seen it firsthand with Ash, but I’m not sure I understand it, and I understand even less about the events it set in motion here.”

			Ela nodded. “I’m a Singer myself, and I’m still not sure I fully understand it, but I will do my best. Shall we start at the beginning?”

			Kara nodded, and Ela began to tell her tale, starting with Seth Drake’s betrayal. She told her of her torture. There were parts where Kara couldn’t help but wince or pound her fists on the desk. Ela told her of Atlantis, of her time with Maia, of the Crystal of Tears, and of the way she had channeled her song through it to unlock the power of the Atlantides. She told Kara of Eric Mahler, of the parasite Dagon, and of the way Kyle Anders had been betrayed by Helena Wick. Kara listened in amazement as Ela recounted her experiences, her sorrows, and her triumphs. A troubled look crossed Ela’s face when she finished telling Kara of how she and Zella had defeated Dagon.

			“What’s wrong, sister?” Kara asked.

			

			Ela sighed. “I’m not sure,” she said. She started to say more, but her voice trailed off. She stood and walked to the window looking out on Clear Creek Valley, hands clasped behind her back. She stared into the distance for several moments before she finally collected her words. “I don’t know where the monster went. I created the portal without thinking to control its destination. I could have sent him into the vacuum of space, but I gave Dagon a free ride to just about anywhere of his choosing, and I fear he might return.”

			Kara nodded. “It sounds like you barely managed to defeat him, but you did it once. If you need to, I know you can do it again, and the next time we will be prepared, armed with experience and something even more important … unity.”

			“I know you’re right, Kara,” Ela said, taking a breath. “But Dagon’s race, the Nephilim, defeated the Pleiades in the Great Wars. What if there are still more like him out there? We barely defeated him alone.”

			Kara rose and walked over to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We will do what we always do, Ela. We will lead and defend the people to the best of our ability, and at the end, whether it is good or bad, we will have no regrets.”

			Ela smiled. “I missed your way with words, sister.”

			Kara smiled back mischievously. “I think we should stop worrying about what we don’t know and can’t control. We’ve worried enough to last us ten lifetimes. You know what I think we should do?”

			“What?” Ela asked, looking at her sideways. A small twinkle in her eye told Kara that Ela already knew what she was going to say.

			“Let’s get drunk. Really drunk.” They both laughed.
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			Ottavio stood at the bow of the small tugboat and looked over at Sita, her sari whipping in the ocean breeze. “We’re almost there,” he shouted over the sound of the waves and the whipping wind. “I can feel it.”

			“What is it you hope to find?” Sita looked him straight in the eyes, as if searching for the answer to her question in them.

			“Answers,” he answered. “Answers to questions I haven’t even thought of.”

			Sita fell silent, and they gazed out onto the choppy surface of the Atlantic Ocean. They were going back to the coordinates where Dr. Somna Basilio and her team of divers had found the Crystal of Tears twenty-five years earlier. He didn’t need the captain to tell him they were nearly there. He could feel it in his bones.
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			Juarez, Javier 

			Hometown: Dulce, NM

			Relatives: Maria Juarez (wife)

			Friends: Ash Phoenix, Somna Basilio 

			Description: mechanic, scavenger, mentor

			Juarez, Maria

			Hometown: Dulce, NM

			Relatives: Javier Juarez (husband)

			Friends: Somna Basilio 

			Description: housewife, townsperson

			Phoenix, Ash

			Hometown: Dulce, NM

			Relatives: Somna Basillio (aunt, adopted mother)

			

			Friends: Kara Svalynn, Javier Juarez 

			Description: young man, adventurer, genius

			Price, Banner

			Hometown: Durango

			Relatives: unknown

			Friends: none

			Description: Bartender, swindler 

			Tan, Fey

			Hometown: Denver, CO

			Relatives: Xavier Tan (son)

			Friends: Ela Argenta

			Description: mother, chief of staff

			Wick, Helena 

			Hometown: Denver, CO

			Relatives: unknown

			Friends: none

			Description: executive assistant to Kyle Anders 

			Wright, Danny

			Hometown: Dulce, NM

			Relatives: unknown

			Friends: Ash Phoenix, Javier Juarez

			Description: Scavenger, young man, townsperson

			Chorus Heads

			Argenta, Ela, 

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Asclepius

			

			Description: Chorus Head of the LifeSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: healing, travelling, telepathy

			Cristo, Yvette 

			Chorus Name:Chorus of Light

			Description: Chorus Head of the LightSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: illusion, manipulation of electronics, telepathy

			Faring, Alexander 

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Aries

			Description: Chorus Head of the FireSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: fire wielding, telepathy

			Freece, Zella 

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Winds

			Description: Chorus Head of the WindSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: eavesdropping, wind wielding, telepathy

			Inge, Georgia

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Terra

			Description: Chorus Head of the EarthSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: earthquaking, earth sculpting, mining, telepathy

			Karlov, Kristoff 

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Zeus

			Description: Chorus Head of the LightningSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: electric shock, incineration, electric generation, telepathy

			Laurant, Theodore 

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Hephaestus 

			

			Description: Chorus Head of the IronSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: metallurgy, mineral location and identification, telepathy

			Tan, Xavier 

			Chorus Name: Chorus of Poseidon

			Description: Chorus Head of the WaterSingers

			Abilities/Affinity: water wielding, supercooling, telepathy

			Doctors

			Aurilla, Ottavio 

			Specialty: acoustics, physics

			Projects: Project Fine Tune (successor to Project Harmony)

			Description: Nobel Laureate, government researcher 

			Basilio, Somna 

			Specialty: genetics

			Projects: Project Harmony

			Description: former head of Project Harmony, adoptive mother of Ash Phoenix

			Petrovski, Aleksander 

			Specialty: medicine, biology

			Projects: Project Aurilla

			Description: successor to Drs. Aurilla and Yi

			Yi, Chen

			Specialty: genetics

			Projects: Project Aurilla

			Description: successor to Dr. Aurilla, host to Dagon Moloch

			

			Leaders

			Anders, Kyle 

			State/Nation: Colorado, Coalition

			Rank: Governor, Chair of the Coalition

			Argenta, Ela 

			State/Nation: New Mexico, Coalition

			Rank: Lieutenant Governor

			Atsa Eagle Eyes 

			State/Nation: Navajo

			Rank: Chief

			Finn, Elias

			State/Nation: United States

			Rank: Senator

			Kai, Sero

			State/Nation: United States

			Rank: Chief of Staff (POTUS)

			Mahler, Eric 

			State/Nation: United States

			Rank: Special Agent in Charge

			Ryan, John 

			State/Nation: United States

			Rank: President

			Soleil, Felice

			

			State/Nation: United States

			Rank: Senator

			Svalynn, Kara 

			State/Nation: New Mexico, Coalition

			Rank: Governor

			Wayne, Charles

			State/Nation: United States

			Rank: Senator

			Military Personnel

			Abbas, Faarad 

			Rank: Private

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces

			Clay, Becca

			Rank: Sergeant

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces

			Darcey, Dan 

			Rank: Private

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces

			Drake, Seth 

			Rank: Major

			Affiliation: United States Federal Guard

			Finn, Aryn 

			Rank: Captain

			

			Affiliation: United States Federal Guard

			Garcia, Rico 

			Rank: Private

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces

			Hawker, Jake

			Rank: Private

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces

			Nordstern, Henry 

			Rank: General, Supreme Commander

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces 

			Rell, Jayne

			Rank: Private

			Affiliation: Coalition Armed Forces

			Renda, Luke

			Rank: Lieutenant 

			Affiliation: United States Federal Guard

			Riley, Nathan 

			Rank: Sergeant 

			Affiliation: United States Federal Guard

		

	
		
			
Glossary of Terms

			Atlantide: 

			half Pleiade, half human; possesses power of Singing 

			Coalition of Allied States:

			political and military alliance of states seceding from the United States

			Crystal of Tears: 

			crystal capable of containing consciousness and amplifying Singing

			Federal Guard: 

			military organization and successor of United States Armed Forces post-Rift

			Nephilim: 

			parasitic alien species hailing from Orion’s Belt that feeds on consciousness 

			Pleiade: 

			advanced alien technocratic species hailing from the Pleiades 

			Rift:

			political schism resulting from an exercise of Article V of the United States Constitution that led to civil war in the United States, resulted in global nuclear war, and led to post-apocalyptic state

			Singing:

			power to alter the physical world by means of acoustic and harmonic manipulation arising from genetic mutation present in Atlantides and their descendants  
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Book Two Of the 
SeerSinger Chronicles

			Prologue 

			Lord Atlas Pleione erupted through the doors of Great Hall of the Council. His presence wasn’t just heard, wasn’t just seen, it was a tangible thing that shattered the fragile, silent tension like obsidian breaking on basalt. Maia could feel his aura crackle with anger. She watched from the gallery as the giant man took three great strides to cross the space to his podium. He paused, measuring his people with discerning eyes. His gaze felt like the pull of a star and time stood still, warped by the gravity of his stare. Then he spoke, his deep voice booming out over the chamber.

			

			“Olympus has fallen.” The assembly seized in unison as if the individuals that composed it were connected by the central nervous system—a single organism poked with a sharp stick. The breath it drew thinned the air, sounding like the gurgle of a dying thing. Agonizing minutes passed, stretched by the pain they inflicted, but finally one found the strength to speak. 

			“How, Lord Pleione? How did this happen? How did the humans overwhelm Olympus’s defenses? You assured us they didn’t have the means…”

				“They didn’t, Tethys,” Atlas growled, silencing Lady Councilor Tethys Electra, but his stern expression turned to worry and wear. The deep lines in his face were the product of millennia of erosion, etched like canyons on the surface of the earth. He barely managed to choke out his next words, and they sliced through Maia’s soul like a scythe cutting wheat. “A Nephilim has found us.”

			Maia felt panic grip the room by its throat, a rabid dog ripping apart of the flesh of their peaceful existence, flaying it, stripping it away until there was nothing left but guts and bile, fear and chaos. Her fellow singers in the gallery shouted, waving their arms, and shaking fists, raining blame and profanities down on Atlas and the Council of Seven, but Maia couldn’t move. She was fixed to the floor, frozen, as she watched the pandemonium bloom around her, and a single tear trickled down her cheek.

			She knew she should be terrified, infuriated like the others. Her species and her civilization were in peril, but her thoughts circled around her brother, Hercules, only son of Atlas and greatest singer of the Atlantides. If Olympus had fallen, so had her brother—a captain going down with his ship. She was a complex knot of emotion—fear, confusion, and anger. But more powerful than all the others, her grief ran through her and rooted her to the ground beneath her feet, turning her to stone.  

			“Silence!” The single word was as powerful as any song, permeating every corner, crevice and crack, it shook her bones and rattled her teeth. Silence spread through the room like a chill. “This is exactly what the Nephilim want, to sow discord, fear… panic. We must decide on our actions collectively, with logic, the way we always have, or our Pleiocracy will perish, not just from this world, but from existence.”

			Lord Counselor Leto Sterope stood. He was a handsome, intelligent young man, nut brown hair falling to his shoulders in a cascade of ringlets, his strong muscles rippling under his toga. Many said he was far too young by Pleiadian standards to sit on the Council of Seven, but he represented more than his youth. He represented change. He represented everything Maia’s generation, the Atlantides, stood for, and the humanity from which those values sprang—most of all the desire to help their human brethren reach for the stars. “Lord Pleione,” he addressed her father with a deferential nod, “we have just suffered a great loss, and we need time to grieve, to consider…”

			“What time do you think we have Lord Counselor? Olympus, the center of our military apparatus, fell within a day. Do you think the Nephilim are going to wait for us to regroup, to mourn those we’ve lost and mount a defense? The Nephilim are merciless.” His words lashed like a whip. 

			Lady Counselor Okeana Taygeta, the most senior councilmember after her father, raised her voice, but it trembled. “Do we, at the very least, know how many we’re dealing with?”

			Atlas’ face darkened. “One, Okeana. Just one, but that’s all it takes, and if it figures out how to disable the plentary shield every conscious mind on this planet will be consumed before a single evacuation ship can reach low orbit.”

			“What do you propose we do, Lord Pleione?”

			Maia’s father took a deep breath and let it out in a long, sputtering hiss. “The Atlantides must sink this city, and we will evacuate this star system.”

			Lord Sterope’s face turned a brilliant shade of violet. “You would run from your mistakes, leaving humanity suffer a fate worse than death without even lifting a finger to help them? This austere body,” he sneered, “altered the natural course of an entire intelligent species…”

			“Come now, Leto,” Lady Counselor Tethys Electra drawled, “they change like stone. They were barely scratching out finger paintings on cave walls when we arrived. We provided them with advanced mathematics, language, science and look where they are now, seven thousand years later. They’re slightly more intelligent than pigs.”

			

			“You didn’t seem to mind when they offered to share their home with you, or when they provided the coupling that allowed your sons and daughters to sing. Not to mention, the shield wouldn’t even exist without them.”

			Lady Electra pointed her finger shaking it at Leto. “That is a grave overstatement, Leto. Now you listen here…”

			“Enough!” Altas slammed his fist on the podium. Tethys and Leto snapped their mouths shut. “We are not leaving humans defenseless. The Nephilim want us. The humans pose no threat to them. If we stay, we consign both races to death. If we leave now, we will draw the Nephilim away from humanity. The shield is robust and with the Tower at the bottom of the ocean the shield will be nearly impossible for the Nephilim to disable. We must hope that the Nephilim will not see the value in conquering this word for such a meager reward.”

			Leto’s face grew a violent shade of red. “That is an awfully risky gamble…”

			“It is not a gamble, Leto. For it to be a gamble there we would have to have other options. We don’t… have any other options.” Atlas’ words cracked, as dry and hopeless, as desert cedar tossed onto a raging fire.

			Tethys smiled as if she had just won something. “If I may ask, Lord Pleione, how do you intend to sink the city and then evacuate? The starships are anchored to the Tower of Poseidon. With Olympus’s demise, we have no other launch platform.”

			The great man’s hands trembled. “A handful of Singers must stay behind and sacrifice themselves for the greater good…” The room exploded into a cacophony of competing voices drowning out her father’s words, but she knew what he was going to say. Her lord father was too noble to force such a fate on any soul. Maia didn’t even need to think about what she did next.  She held her head high and drew on her song, amplifying her voice.

			“I will do it.” Her voice resounded through the chamber, drowning out even the most ferocious voices. Every eye in the chamber turned on her. “I will do it,” she said again quietly. “I am the most powerful Singer here. No other need sacrifice themself.” 
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