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Аннотация
Book Five and (temporary) conclusion to the Morpheus Initiative series.

The world is in chaos and on the brink of devastation. The population reeling with the sudden onslaught of psychic visions, only the seasoned team of remote viewers under Caleb Crowe's direction can find a way to reverse the damage and restore the balance. Traveling from the submerged ruins under Nan Madol to the secret ancient base under the Antarctic ice, the team has one chance — and one choice. Confronted with the ultimate storehouse of wisdom from the dawn of time, do they accept the gift… and all its consequences?


David Sakmyster
The Prometheus Objective


The Morpheus Initiative Series
The Pharos Objective
The Mongol Objective
The Cydonia Objective
The Tesla Objective
Also By David Sakmyster:
Jurassic Dead (three novels)
Blindspots
Escape Plans
Final Solstice
N.D.E.
Crescent Lake
Silver and Gold
Twilight of the Fifth Sun
Second Coming


Returning Character List

Caleb Crowe — Current leader of the Morpheus Initiative (now merged with the government black-ops Stargate Program). Reluctant psychic and former professor who had been drawn into his family’s obsessive quest for a fabled treasure beneath the legendary Pharos Lighthouse of Alexandria. Caleb discovered the truth about his father’s fate and the sacrifices he had made to ensure his son would be the one to find the hidden vault of knowledge, the books secreted away and protected — including the Emerald Tablet, an ancient artifact of immense power.
Phoebe Crowe — Caleb’s sister. At an early age and while on an adventure with their mother, she followed Caleb into a tomb where she suffered an accident and was paralyzed, for years confined to a wheelchair — until later cured by her guilt-ridden brother and the medical secrets retrieved from the Pharos treasure. A strong remote-viewer in her own right, she has taken on the mantle of leadership and training; although now married to Orlando Natch, and with newborn twins, her responsibilities have shifted.

Orlando Natch — early member of the Initiative and a strong remote-viewer (in favor of electronic free-drawing over the convention pencil-and-paper route), he was instrumental in the hunt for Genghis Khan’s tomb in the Mongol Objective. Orlando is a big-time gamer and fan of all things geeky and cool, which is a reason he’s felt blessed to have Phoebe in his life.

Xavier Montross— Caleb’s half-brother, Montross has a slightly different talent than some of the others, as his ‘visions’ are more tailored to his own mortality; he often sees direct threats sometimes years before they happen — haunting him into action to prevent them from coming true. Initially he was a member of the Pharos hunt, but then went rogue to steal the Emerald Tablet (correctly envisioning that it could end not only his life, but the lives of everyone on the planet). Soon after, he reveals his identity — as Caleb’s half-brother, and works with the team to stop the larger threat. He had to sacrifice himself to do so but was able to swap his consciousness (his soul) into the body of their defeated enemy, Mason Calderon — and now wears his shell, fooling the world and exerting influence on behalf of the Morpheus team.

Diana Montgomery — Xavier’s love, she is not psychic, but has a lifelong fascination with forbidden knowledge, having worked at the Smithsonian and followed her father’s obsession with incongruous evidence of ancient artifacts in places where they shouldn’t be (such as the Grand Canyon’s rumored trove of Egyptian treasures, where she met Xavier). Currently working at NASA, she’s helping Caleb and the team pierce the mysteries surrounding artificial structures and (possibly) alien architecture discovered on the moon, Mars and elsewhere…

Lydia Gregory — Caleb’s wife, deceased. She died tragically (and accidentally) as Xavier Montross breached the traps guarding the Emerald Tablet, which Caleb had hidden without Lydia’s knowledge under their own modern lighthouse in New York.

Alexander Crowe — Caleb and Lydia’s teenage son and strong psychic in his own right. He had to grow up too fast, despite Caleb wishing for a different life for his son. He feels immense guilt at his mother’s death.

Aria Greenmeyer — Alexander’s age, Aria was rescued from a terrorist group in Afghanistan, who had been using her to operate invisibly; her talent is that she ‘shields’ her presence and those around her from the sight of remote viewers.

Nina Osseni — A former skilled agent and assassin, she had worked for the former head of Stargate, infiltrating (and murdering members of) the organization known as The Keepers, and then forcing Caleb to help them solve the riddle of the Pharos. Grievously injured, she had been in a coma in the Stargate facility, where she gave birth to twins… Caleb’s sons Jacob and Isaac. She has the power to touch a psychic and not only encourage their visions but see them herself.

Jacob Osseni— Of the twins born to Nina, Jacob is the only one left. Caleb was unaware of the twins, his own sons, as Nina had been presumed dead. She held a major grudge against Caleb for not seeking her out, or even using his senses to know he had other children. In the absence of their parents, Jacob and his brother Isaac were adopted by senator Mason Calderon, who used their remote vision abilities to eliminate enemies and set the stage to nearly destroy all of civilization.

Mason Calderon — Former senator who had pursued the path of the Enemy, attempting to clear the world of humanity. His spirit form was annihilated in battle with Xavier Montross, who then was able to take over Mason’s body and assume his identity.

Edgerrin Temple — the most recent head of Stargate. He stepped in after the demise of George Waxman and aided the Morpheus team as a means of penance for crimes against Caleb and his family. He later handed the reins over to Caleb to run the organization.
Victoria Bederus — New recruit to the Morpheus Initiative, leading a ‘shadow remnant’ team of untested psychics who had escaped capture by government agents.

Where we left our heroes at the conclusion of The Tesla Objective…

Nina, Alexander, Aria and Jacob were headed to the Micronesian island of Nan Madol, following the scans of their new psychic recruits who believed the second Emerald Tablet — an artifact of immense power — had been hidden there in the ancient past.
Xavier and Caleb had been captured during a government raid on the Stargate facility. They’d been duped by a psychic soldier named Boris Zeller who had the ability to create false visions in the minds of remote viewers, fooling them at every turn. Caleb eventually found a way to turn Boris against his masters, defeat them, and save himself.
The masters… they were the so-called Custodians, who were once human but had become something more, almost completely spiritual and outside of reality. Most tended to have no interest in humanity any longer, but some remained… with other ideas.
After Orlando’s capture, they believed he could become one of them, and began the process to rip his spirit from his body. He became untethered and dangerously close to losing his identity, but still held some shred of humanity and a lingering bond… for his children and for Phoebe. When he realized they were using him to locate his children (safely hidden away after the raid), he sought to return to his body.
The world had turned on psychics after the revelation of the extent of their powers and their use in government programs. However, the true aim of their enemies wasn’t to shut down the program, but to influence Caleb and the others into believing they had no choice but to activate a worldwide defense mechanism that genius (and fellow remote viewer) Nikola Tesla had designed. An electromagnetic shield erected around the earth, intended to protect against asteroids and the like. When it was revealed that a comet was coming, one that could destroy half the life on the planet, Caleb ignored his doubts and any alternatives, and used his power to activate the shield.
In the aftermath of that fateful decision, Caleb realized he had been duped and this exact thing had been tried before, ages ago in a past civilization — to horrific effect. For the shield had a devastating side-effect: it activated the psychic gene in the entire population, transforming everyone all at once into visionaries who couldn’t control — or stop — the chaotic flood of psychic imagery.
With the world on the brink of insanity and his family in dire jeopardy, Caleb and the others must find a way to bring down the shield, stop the comet and prevent the end of all things.

Dedication

For all the visionaries out there…

“He drove the man out and stationed the cherubim and the flaming, whirling sword east of the garden of Eden to guard the way to the tree of life.”
— Genesis 3:24



Prologue

Antarctica — December 31, 1946
The man stumbled out of the doorway-cave, gasping for breath. Doubled over, he scrambled across the ice, slipped, fell, righted himself and found his feet. A trail of crimson on the glacier behind him, he coughed up more blood, spraying his sweater and the fresh snow.
His eyes were filmed over like they’d been blind to the world for months, as if he’d been imprisoned deep underground. The feeble sun that straddled the horizon and would do so for another several months welcomed him with something less than enthusiasm.
He followed it, staring at its dim radiance without any pain, without wincing, without even sensing the motion below.
— The men in white parkas coming up toward him on motorized sleds. He also did not see the distant ice-crested shore, or the aircraft carrier, the six helicopters, the two seaplanes in the skies, or the fleet of thirteen support vessels, some on fire closer in the harbor.
Nor did he see the two Nazi submarines that had surfaced at the bay.
He didn’t hear the whistling of bombs, the cacophony of explosions: missiles pummeling the shore, returning fire raining down on the boats and exploding into the ice shelf. Grenades and bullets tore up flesh, bone, metal and glacier alike.
He likewise never saw the force of several thousand men as they took to the ice and swept across the battlefield, meeting and tearing through the resistance, closing out the hard-fought assault. Smoke rose from scorched vehicles and burning bodies.
Moments later, ice-riggers and sleds roared up the incline, converging on the blind man as he staggered to his feet and continued stumbling toward the sun.
A man on the prow of the first sled motioned with his arm to cut the engines and slow. He wore a gray parka, a navy hat, red scarf and tinted goggles. The tag on his jacket, above the emblems, read: Admiral R. E. Byrd.
He leapt off before the vehicle, stopped, and quickly rushed to the blind man.
“Lt. Avery Wilson!” He grabbed the man’s shoulders, turned his face to meet him, and searched the empty, incoherent eyes for a reaction. “We feared you lost!”
Not seeing any flicker of recognition, he turned to the other men. “Six months! Since his mission.”
He turned back to the man. “The others? Did anyone survive?”
Without a response, Byrd gazed up past the man to the misty, windswept plateau, where he could just make out the hint of an entrance, and an alluring, shadowy interior.
“You succeeded?”
The man shivered. His cracked lips, dry and chipped like weathered old paint, parted, and he cocked his head.
“Admiral…” The voice sounded hollow, like it came from a weak radio signal across the world, delivered with a man’s dying breaths. “You will close the portal, restrict this land to all but a select force to guard against intruders. And it will remain so… for seventy years.”
Byrd stepped back, removing his goggles. He stared wide-eyed at Wilson. “Are you asking me or… seeing this?”
The blind, opaque lenses stared back at him, and crimson spittle bubbled from his lips. “They will come for its fruit.”
“Who will?”
“The ones who know. The unforgetting. And then… I could not see more.” He shuddered again, coughing blood onto Admiral Byrd’s coat, and collapsing into his arms. “But every outcome… ends in… annihilation.”
Byrd lowered the man to the ice, turned him over and crossed his arms over his still chest. He looked out over his men, then back down to the battlefield where the last remnants of the Nazi force ended its reign.
What did they find? He wondered. And had they solved the riddle at the doorway above?
Wilson had infiltrated the Nazi base here, following reports of U-Boats that had left Germany with top commanders, scientists and personnel — along with some who were rumored to have psychic talents. They had come in search of the mystical realm called Thule. Whether or not Hitler had any valid basis for the belief in an ancient, hidden society here (or the remnants of one), the Nazis certainly hoped to acquire secret technology or lost wisdom from an ancient civilization, something that could turn the tide of war back in their favor. Wilson’s team consisted of specialists in not just warfare, but in history, mythology and archaeology; cryptologists, math and physics experts; others with knowledge of subjects too esoteric and occult for Byrd to even attempt to grasp.
He gazed up at the sloping mountain that was anything but a natural formation of ice and rock. Felt his attention drawn higher, past the beckoning door above.
“Care for this man,” Byrd ordered, then donned his goggles, and with the ringing of explosions and screams of the dying still in his ears, he ascended…
…and he entered the doorway.
And the winds howled. and the sky clouded, and the hours passed. The soldiers mopped up their operation, removed their dead and cared for their wounded, ferrying and flying their ranks back to the carrier.
The hours passed.
And passed.
And then Byrd returned, stepping out into the sun. Dropping to his knees and digging his bare fingers into the snow and ice, he gathered handfuls to rub into his eyes and clear sights he would never again speak of to anyone except once — for the coming debrief at the highest levels.
Behind him, a grinding sound as the door slid down, then slammed into its base. Faint, chiseled lines revealed three tiles depicting strange astronomical symbols.
Byrd rose, dusted himself off, and lumbered down the mountainside to join his team. And on the seaplane back to the carrier, he gazed at the ice, and tried and tried to have the lancing sunlight scatter the visions that tormented his memory from inside that cavern.
All that equipment. The computers, the drills, the explosives and the lab equipment. The shredded flesh, pulverized bone and mangled corpses of so many…
And behind that flaming, dazzling barrier…
How far did they get?
The Tree…
He scanned ahead, looking out past the carrier, into the world.
He shuddered again, and kept hearing Wilson’s voice…
Seventy years…
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Long Island — The Present
Caleb stood rooted to the pavement, lost in disbelief. A nuclear explosion had just detonated underground only a few miles behind them, destroying an interdimensional wormhole, two otherworldly beings with the power of demi-gods, and an artifact with ultimate wisdom and power.
But it was here in the aftermath that the full impact hit him like a shockwave from that blast. He had made his decision with all the best intentions of saving the world yet again, but instead he had brought about a change in global consciousness that might just end the world in a different, more devastating way.
Diana was in a crumpled heap, screeching about visions and thoughts she couldn’t control, as Xavier ran to her side, helpless to console her. Residents of the multi-million-dollar homes here had come out screaming or launching themselves from the turreted windows; he heard gunshots and howls of agony, and he knew the electro-magnetic shield he had unleashed around the earth was somehow responsible. It had been a Tesla-inspired vision, but he knew now the shield was a re-formation of what had once been, millennia ago. He should have known, should have seen what had happened those ages ago. If only he had listened to the others, or had the time to thoroughly investigate…
He had played right into the designs of the enemy, being the only one who could activate the age-old defense system, but he failed to obey his strongest mantra: ask the right questions. He hadn’t asked, hadn’t wondered: why had the ancients taken down the shield? He had seen that they knew about the near-annihilation by a wandering comet, and yet they accepted such massive loss of life instead of the alternative.
Now he knew why.
Diana howled as Phoebe and Xavier struggled to understand. His sister, still holding Diana’s hand, lifted her eyes to Caleb and he knew she felt his guilt. Her eyes welled with sympathy, spilling over the fear and confusion. She must be thinking of her babies — were they safe, and what about their grandmother? Was she undergoing her own violent psychic assault upon her mind? Was Orlando ok? Where the hell had the government taken him? And Alexander…
Finally, thinking of his son broke his paralysis. Whatever else he might have to contemplate, judgments and guilt to process, mistakes to analyze, Alexander was his priority.
And Jacob. And Nina and Aria… Don’t forget about them.
Everyone, the Morpheus Initiative. All part of his family, and he had let them down.
Alexander was on his way to the island of Nan Madol in the South Pacific, along with Nina, Jacob and Aria, on a mission to find the other Emerald Tablet rumored to have been hidden there ages ago. Perhaps the artifact was inaccessible, but although it was no longer necessary to the plans of either side, Caleb feared those four might be deemed expendable — and targeted. In fact, he was sure that whatever waited for his sons at that remote island would not come without extreme danger. His only hope was in the knowledge that Nina had gone with them. Nina — who alone, he liked to think, would be the match for any threat.
Snapping him back to the moment, a phone rang. Then another. From the car.
He stuck his head through the window of the still-running car, and pressed the answer button, after seeing the caller id: EDGE, and feeling his heart skip in a beat of hope.
The voice spat out fast and abrupt. “Tell me you guys are alive!”
Caleb glanced back to the woman sobbing and shaking in Xavier’s arms. They had to do something fast. Get control of this.
“Alive,” Caleb spoke carefully. “But all hell’s…”
“Breaking loose, I know. It’s brutal.”
Caleb heard background noise like a tornado. “Where are you? Are you having the same thing happen to you?”
“Visions? Unrelenting dump of… friggin thoughts and images and… crap! Shit I don’t wanna see? Hell yeah, how do you live with this? I’m figurin’ it’s happening to everyone except you lucky folks already gifted or cursed.”
“That’s what we’re guessing as well.”
“What happened? We registered a nuke going off up there, seismic readings off the chart, and then… well, after that no one was in the mood for analysis. System almost kicked in and launched a retaliatory strike.”
“Jesus.”
“Luckily a few folks down at SATCOM had their wits about them — or were partially psychic already and not affected. Whatever it is, ain’t happening to everybody, so we have to figure… uhnnn… that out. Goddamn it!”
Caleb heard something in the distance: a rumbling… and he saw and saw a small dot.
“Are you in a chopper?”
“Yeah, but in DC. Sent another one to you, closest we had. Pilot seemed to be ok, or well enough to fly your asses out of there. Get back here and let’s figure this shit out.”
The line went dead before Caleb could answer.
He straightened up and leaned against the car, barely registering that Phoebe had come over, listening. She took his arm and squeezed it tight.
“Focus, big brother. This isn’t your fault.”
“It is.”
“Okay, maybe it is, but we have to fight it. Fix it. Like only we can. It’s not over yet, and we don’t understand. Maybe it’s a gift…”
“It’s not.” He winced, shaking his head, and again, for just a moment — he saw the past. A set of bronzed hands, muscled arms reaching for a shimmering tablet. Removing it from its slot in a mystical stand atop a dizzying tower overlooking a city of gold and jade, above fountains and waterfalls and marble bridges and colossal pillared temples. As the sky darkened and something streaked across the horizon, eyes turned heavenward and a resigned sigh took to the air like a soft beating of dove’s wings…
“It wasn’t a gift, back then. It was…” He looked down to Phoebe, met her eyes. “Maybe it was what Waxman himself had foreseen when he interrogated that psychic who had told him of the coming catastrophe.”
“But, that was different. And we stopped it. Contained the knowledge from the Library, releasing it slowly.” Her eyes widened. “Oh, but this…”
“Yeah.” Caleb nodded and looked back up, visualizing the dazzling shield that had somehow interacted with psychic ether, the flow of information between human minds. Maybe it augmented and ‘turned on’ the quantum nature of the consciousness, charging the link between minds. “It’s a curse. It’s uncontrolled.”
Phoebe scanned the street, seeing the confusion, the pain and anguish, hearing the cries. “They can’t handle it. Never learned. It’s like they were blind all their life and learned to cope in the darkness, and now suddenly can see everything, all these colors and faces and details — no wonder they can’t process it.”
Caleb looked at Diana. “Maybe they will in time, but I have a bad feeling.” He turned his attention to the helicopter coming closer, readying to land.
“A feeling that none of us have that much time.”
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Alaska
Throughout the night that had no end, the aurora bathed the cabin in its otherworldly radiance, projecting the cosmic lightshow onto the snow-helmed rooftop, and the wind-sculpted icy hills and trees.
And the twin babies slept. And dreamt.
And their father was there with them in the dreams that weren’t dreams, in the minds that were one, in the world that was beyond this world, everywhere and yet nowhere. Here and in the before, and in the time to come.
Orlando Natch touched their minds, saw their thoughts and connected through their impressions to the collective, via a conduit the likes of which he could only imagine through a world of gaming and imagination. He felt as if he’d been hooked into a massive multiplayer online game, linked with a billion other gamers, accessing a shared database that housed not only the game itself, life, but the memories, visions, thoughts and feelings of everyone that had ever existed.
The twins are psychic, he thought, but much more. And since they’re so young, so connected still to what — or where they were — before birth, I can travel back on that ephemeral cord to the Whole, the Other, to whatever this thing is.
“It’s the Record,” a voice chirped in his ear.
Sounds like Caleb, he thought. And could even hear him talking about something in the literature, something extremely powerful psychics could access, something called the Akashic Record:
A storehouse of everything. All the knowledge of everything discovered and yet to be discovered. It’s what inventors and madmen (like Tesla) glimpse in their visions, gleaming the solution to problems or just finding what they need to know. And some claim it’s even sentient, or guidable by others, by aliens—
Or Custodians?
And they often send humanity glimpses of just what’s needed. An invention to harness the elements. The secret to curing a disease. A melody that will resonate through the world, bringing joy. The start of a religion, even, a vision of a miracle or an angel, to guide humanity onto a different path.
Orlando drifted into a planet-sized globe of what should have been a blinding light, golden and radiant, yet was oddly just comforting and inviting. Inside, he was greeted with compartments of wonder, with numbers and symbols scattered in astounding patterns and incredible depth, with visions of faces and structures, of mathematical formulae and musical notes.
Two bright forms floated there with him, still holding his hands, and they were like excited kids showing a new friend their home and their toys.
It’s there, they pointed. Here and there. Thrilled to share their knowledge, and Orlando knew…
It’s everything. Literally all of it.
He had to chuckle. Caleb’s mind would explode. The answers… everything, everywhere. Every tiniest molecule a composition of the whole, an unlimited database accessible in every nook and every niche, like a giant, vast library, all interconnected with the compendium of human history.
I just have to think, and the answer comes. Imagine something, and I see the route, the way, the formula…
Now, they’re showing me something. Something crucial to humanity’s survival, something so perfect and understandable and sensible, and yet — not what we thought. Not what anyone expected.
Caleb especially… it went against everything he had ever wanted.
And at once, Orlando felt like an interloper, the ultimate stranger in a strange land, one who didn’t belong, but he’d been allowed a glimpse only to understand the truth of it all.
We’ve been so wrong…
Orlando wanted to shout, to scream at the top of his insubstantial lungs, to howl and cry; and then he realized, maybe this was what the primal first scream of a newborn really meant… they had been in touch with the infinite, part and parcel of Everything, until being expelled, thrust into the world and rent from eternity.
And it just wasn’t fair.
He was on the verge of total understanding. This was it, they’d brought him here out of self-preservation, but also out of communion with their brothers and sisters in the world — who were in pain now, in a world tearing itself apart.
What’s going on out there? He wondered, and as fast as that, he knew, saw it all, and realized what he’d just been shown was the answer, the solution to it all.
He just had to see the way to implement the solution, and then…
NO!
Bits and pieces of golden light spun apart before his eyes. Turning grey like lead, alchemy in reverse, and it took a moment but then he realized…
I’m breaking apart.
No, not breaking apart…
I’m being reeled back in.
The twin figures at his side desperately clung to his hands even as they were shredded and skinned like caught in a potato peeler at high speed.
The pain, beyond unbearable, shred his core, and all these new memories, all the brushing against eternity…
“Father!” two voices cried out in unison: two glimmering forms burning bright amidst the fading globe of the everything, that had, for a moment, been in his grasp.
And from this distance, dwindling and shrinking into a tunnel of utter blackness, like being in the belly of a snake, that distant beacon looked like a single, tempting apple.
And then it was all gone.
And he returned to utter blackness.
And pain.
Until…
A light, a scream, a howling cry of denial, loss and agony.
Someone screamed and screamed and the lights were so bright and the walls so white, and the screams…
They came from his own mouth.
* * *
Pain and blindness, the pain from his whole body, his muscles rent and screaming, his knees, on a hard floor and reverberating in pain.
Or is it just the process of squeezing a form that had been completely astral, free and infinite, into a finite shell of muscles and nerves, all straining and firing at once?
He tried to focus but could only make out a vague shape through the painfully bright sea of light. A shape that gradually took shape as a man. Familiar, sort of, from a lifetime ago.
He wore a lab coat that should have been white, but seemed to be streaked with red, and he was ranting. His voice seemed so innocuous and normal after all Orlando had just experienced.
“…had to end it. After what I’ve seen, after all we’ve done. I didn’t know, I…”
The blurry form staggered against a wall, and more crimson painted itself in streaks in his wake.
“…Couldn’t let you exist. Not like that, not when we had protocols to reel you in.” He coughed, splattering a mist of red on the wall, then slumped to his knees.
The vision resolved, and Orlando could feel the throbbing of his own pulse, hear the thundering of his heartbeat, the ringing in his ears and every itch and nuanced pressure of this material body raging its frustration at his return.
“…I’ve seen it all, too much. Too… goddamn much. You deal with it now. I’m sorry…”
The vision cleared, and Orlando stood on uncertain legs. He moved toward the scientist, trying to find his voice, then begging that the man hold on.
“Send me back, send me back! My children, the Record! I was there!”
Then he noticed the slumping figure’s wrists — both slashed open, and the blood still weakly pumping out. The dripping stains on the walls, on the door behind him.
The locked door, he guessed.
Trapped in here.
Equipment. Monitors, medical cabinets.
The screens. Orlando stumbled to one and saw in black and white a split view of eight different sections of this compound.
Eight scenes of confusion, horror and mayhem.
In the least terrifying, two women were just kneeling, rocking back and forth, praying maybe. In others… shockingly violent fights in the mess hall. Dead bodies splayed out in another dimly lit corridor, and there — a doctor giving himself an injection; and there — others screaming and bouncing off the walls.
Orlando stumbled back, shaking his head. At the door, above the administrator, whose eyes now blindly stared at the table Orlando had been on, he tried the knob.
Locked, and no keyhole.
Orlando pounded his fist against the glass, then peeked through the narrow window into the hallway, seeing a body slumped to the side and two other administrators stumbling around, hands to their heads as if trying to dislodge a deadly infestation of ear mites.
I have to get out of here. Have to get to the twins.
Have to warn Phoebe. Is she even safe? Are any of them?
Gently, he reached down and checked the dead man’s pockets. Finally…
The key card.
Time to see just where the hell I am, and then get out of here.
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Pohnpei Island, Micronesia, Dawn
“Okay,” Nina snapped. “Let’s dispense with the history lesson and all the cool Ancient Aliens aspects about what we’re about to see. Let’s just pretend your father is here, regaling us with clever tidbits of lore and legend. Meanwhile, we can all get down to business.”
“But it’s crazy interesting!” Alexander insisted. He was in the front of the outrigger, eagerly looking ahead, through the mist rising like witches’ fingernails from the murky water north of the shore.
They had landed after midnight at the Pohnpei International Airport, with its red and yellow faded coloring, with its one runway ending at the acid-washed blue jean water. They’d first set down in Guam and chartered a quick jumper from there. Along the way, on his iPhone, Alexander had brushed up on all the history he could find on the ancient city of Nan Madol, deciding that someone needed to focus on their mission.
Jacob and Aria were fast asleep minutes after takeoff — which concerned Nina and Alexander, given that Aria was their shield against psychic detection, but they figured it was too late now. Their enemies surely knew of their mission if they had any psychics to RV their location, but it shouldn’t matter. They had a sizeable head-start out to this nearly inaccessible part of the world, out in the middle of the ocean.
Their phones had lost satellite connection around 2 AM, and they landed shortly after. They took a short taxi ride to the local hotel where everyone crashed hard. Everyone except Nina, who stayed up, readying weapons and staring out the window as if expecting an army to burst from the swaying palms at any moment.
Alexander awoke after a fitful three hours, confused that he couldn’t remember the gist of the dream he’d just had, other than something about a familiar chair, radiating power, and his father again seated in it.
They tried again to reach anyone from the Morpheus group, but had no luck. Phones were out, and very few islanders were about — which they attributed to the limited population anyway. The island, seen for the first time now in the dawn’s light, was mountainous and lush, sporadically dotted with run-down homes and chicken-wire farms.
But they had no time for sightseeing. A quick breakfast of eggs, pork sausage and bananas, and they were off to meet a guide at the dock and throw their gear into the outrigger. Two tanks, scuba gear, gloves, suits and flashlights, and they were out just as the sun cleared the lush peaks and scattered festive lights on the water to blaze their way.
Alexander bit his tongue at Nina’s scolding of his history lesson and tried to think about what his father would say at such a moment. “This isn’t about travel guides or making conversation,” he snapped back, and met Aria’s eyes. She finished a big yawn and tried to get comfortable amidst the bags and oxygen tanks, all while squeezed between Nina and Jacob.
“What’s it about, then?” Jacob asked. “Ancient rocks and cryptic puzzles and deadly traps? In other words, ‘the usual?’”
“I don’t know. Not sure what’s waiting for us, but if our new team back in Virginia has any skill…”
“Which I highly doubt.”
“…then they’ve given us a map to where this Emerald Tablet is.”
“ET Part II, you mean?” Jacob laughed at his own wittiness. “After our dear old Dad shattered the first one.” He said the last part with some bitterness, recalling the event in different shades than Alexander did, as they had been on opposite sides for that battle.
Alexander had the scribbled map in his hand now, holding it up to the sun as they followed the coastline, then turned into the thicker mist. The shore had become thick with mangroves, choking the ground and spreading out and over the coral banks.
He considered the map, the line drawn through the rectangular shapes to a large circular centerpiece, which then became a dotted line to the center where there was an ‘X’.
“Victoria and her team indicated that one of the tunnels riddling this site should lead us into a cavern system. Natives believed the tunnels and pits all were ceremonial and sacred and were used in burial rites for their rulers.”
“But,” Aria spoke up, “like with the Great Pyramid, maybe that’s not the case, and the real, original purpose was for hiding something else?”
“Exactly.”
Nina cleared her throat and hefted one of the bags. “Victoria also told us most of the tunnels were blocked up long ago. Purposely caved in or filled with boulders. So…” She smiled. “We brought C4, and I’m more than okay decimating this internationally-protected site.”
“I’m not,” Alexander said, wistfully looking ahead at the large shape taking form in the mist ahead: something immense rising from the coral. “But I think we can make an exception in this case. For the greatest of all artifacts.”
“If it’s even still there,” Jacob said sourly. “You know how you Morpheus people get things wrong by not asking the right questions.”
Alexander glared at him. But he had to admit, the thought had crossed his mind too. Victoria and the new recruits were just that — new. And while this site certainly had promise — it was ancient, far beyond what modern archaeologists believed to be its age. They had relied on carbon dating of ashes found in a pit to fix the date around a thousand years ago, forgoing everything the natives told them — that these massive ruins and carefully designed man-made islands, constructed with basalt stones averaging twenty tons or more — had been here for millennia.
“Look at that.” Aria spoke, and her voice was dreamy, full of awe, as the scope of Nan Madol came into view. Flickering in the dawn’s brilliance, it rose up out of the waters; mist clung to the coral ruins, along with mangrove growing from the cracks and along the tops of the cyclopean blocks, which were stacked together like Lincoln Logs.
The first section of the artificial island city greeted them like a ghost from the ancient past.
* * *
They maneuvered a short distance into the city on its unnatural canals, marveling at the architecture, the sheer size of the blocks and the sense of great age of everything.
“So, they just built these things on top of the coral?” Aria asked as the boat slowed to a glide, veering toward a shallow section beside a large complex. Fruit bats circled overhead, and mosquitoes buzzed about, temporarily avoiding them due to morning lethargy, bug repellant, or both.
“Yes,” Alexander replied, getting ready to guide the prow alongside the bank. “Nan Madol. It means ‘Between the Spaces’, and it fits.” He took a breath. “Somehow, they stacked up these giant blocks — almost eight million of them, some weighing up to sixty tons — and built the walls around the small rectangular islands they created out here; and then they filled them in with tiny bits of coral, building walkways and craving out entire channels. It was called the Venice of the Pacific. The Eighth Wonder of the Ancient World.”
“Whatever,” Jacob said, checking the air tanks and the scuba gear. “How far to the thing we have to blow up before we get to go swimming?”
“Settle down, kids.” Nina slipped the pilot a fifty-dollar bill and told him to wait, and to “forget hearing anything to do with explosions.”
Alexander wasn’t sure the guide’s English was that good anyway but realized this could be problematic.
Aria, however, wasn’t concerned, and was still marveling at the size of the basalt columns and walls. “How did they move these things? And where did they come from?”
“That’s the really fun part,” Alexander said, enjoying her enthusiasm. “Like at Stonehenge and Baalbeck in Lebanon, and Easter Island even… the source of the incredibly heavy stones were miles and miles away. Here, the quarry is even more ridiculously located. Over mountainous terrain, it would have been impossible to transport these stones which are ten times heavier than anything used at the Great Pyramid. A Discovery Channel team attempted to move one but couldn’t succeed with anything weighing over one ton. Not over land, or on boats — as archaeologists guess they did.”
He thought for a moment, then asked the guide: “What do the locals say about this? How were the stones moved?”
The pilot’s old and wrinkled face turned back to them. Confirming he could understand and speak English, he said: “Two brothers come, long ago. They raise stones with magic. Magic sounds and words, harmonies, a staff of power. Float rocks into place.”
With that, he took a swig of something in a dark brown bottle, and then spat over his shoulder.
“Well,” Jacob said. “There you go. You heard the man. Magic iTunes. Now can we go?”
“And a dragon,” the guide added as a mere afterthought. “Dragon come, breathing fire and creating the canals, and the other cities, now underwater.”
“Hang on,” Alexander said, perking up. “Sunken cities?” He’d read about legends from several early explorers confirming such things. “Before the war, the Japanese excavated and explored the area, bringing up relics and treasures, especially coffins made of platinum.”
Aria perked up. “Coffins?”
“Yeah, but not always full of bones. Mostly jewels and gold, or so they said. But once the war broke out, the Japanese left this island, and everything just stopped. But there were earlier stories too. A German explorer, Joharnes Kubary in the 1870s mentioned something about sunken ruins. Stories he’d heard from early pearl divers who would descend more than a hundred feet into Madolynym Harbor. They saw a ‘castle’ down there, and roads and columns disappearing into the silt.”
Aria gripped his shoulder. “You and Nina are the only ones who are going to scuba that deep. I snorkeled once in my YMCA pool, and that’s it.”
“It’s okay, I don’t think we need to. Not if we can get into that tunnel.”
“Maybe there’s more treasure and some of that platinum stuff,” Jacob said, hunger in his voice.
“Maybe. But Kubary wrote in his journal that he loaded a boat with everything he found here…”
“Fucking thief,” said the guide, spitting again over the side as he jumped out and pulled the boat up to a hitching post.
“…and the vessel sank near the Marshall Islands during a storm.” Wearing his diving boots, Alexander stepped into the low tide canal and carefully made his way around urchins and sea fans, carrying the tank and scuba bag to the shore.
A sudden thought spiked his confidence. What if the wrong question got answered, and we’re searching someplace where the Tablet had been, instead of where it is now?
He froze.
… at the bottom of the ocean, inaccessible, and lost forever in a sunken ship full of other treasures. Maybe Kubary never knew exactly what he had found.
Should they RV the wreck? He hesitated, standing there dripping on the hard, coral path, amidst the ancient walls and massive sixty-foot walls marking the entrance to Nan Dowas, the largest of the ninety-two artificial island complexes.
“How about we focus on the map?” Nina suggested, readying the bags, slinging a backpack over her shoulder and sliding a Beretta into her belt. “And then we blow stuff up…”
The others started splashing out after Alexander. Aria winced as she dropped into the cool water up to her waist, but Jacob was there in a moment, splashing in after her. He took her arm before Alexander could think to come back, and helped her to the coral edge and the rough path.
Alexander dropped their gear and was about to move to her but realized they had bigger issues to deal with than jealousy or petty rivalries.
As if on cue, a guttural cry came from the boat.
“Agggh!” The guide spat out a local curse, and he clutched his temples. “What… sorcery is this?”
“What the hell’s wrong with him?” Jacob asked, still trudging out of the water.
“Visions!” the guide screeched. “I’m seeing… death and fire!” His eyes were wild as he scrambled back in the corner of the boat, where he dug into a pack and pulled out a huge machete. “You’ll not steal from us! You and the others, coming in the helicopters!”
“What?” Alexander felt like he had stepped outside his body. This wasn’t happening. It was surreal and impossible, and one moment they were all fine, but now it was like an invisible wave passed through them all, affecting only…
The guide suddenly charged, machete raised high for a strike, about to leap off the boat into their midst — when a flash of silver whistled through the air and a short fishing knife buried itself into the center of his throat.
He gagged, slipped on the boat’s edge and went down hard, cracking his skull on the basalt wall perimeter, then sinking below the water.
“Jesus!”
Jacob backed away, scrambling to shore, as his mother calmly leapt out of the boat, crossing the water onto the path in one leap. She watched the water another moment to make sure the floating body wasn’t moving, then brushed herself off and pulled out her trusty Beretta. She met their looks.
“Don’t ask me. I heard ‘helicopters’. I would guess either our guide was hiding a special talent at perception, and we’re about to have visitors, or…”
“Or somehow he just got those powers?” Alexander swallowed hard, frowning. His earlier intention to RV the German explorer’s shipwreck now was supplanted by a more urgent question:
What the hell just happened?
And why was he sure, absolutely convinced in fact, that it had something to do with his father, his dream of the chair, and something about a global catastrophe?
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Over New York
In Xavier Montross’ head, the chopper’s engine roared like some ancient behemoth roused from its slumber, and all too eager to start the apocalypse. He couldn’t think or focus. His lover, Diana Montgomery, who had risked her life to save him back there, now suffered the full onslaught of psychic awareness; her brain had become a jumbled cacophony of sights and sounds and emotions, and who knew what else?
Xavier should have been able to console her, to calm her and get her to focus. After all, he had dealt with exactly this on a deeply personal scale, drawing images of death and personal loss since an early age, unaware of why he could see these things that were happening far away or were about to happen, and no one else could. What had made him special, or cursed?
Now she suffered as well, a hundred-fold, and not used to it one bit.
Somehow the pilot was unaffected, or they’d all have crashed now into the hell he’d witnessed on a few glances out the window: New York City, smoke rising from buildings, traffic at a standstill everywhere, mobs storming the streets, apartments on fire.
As bad as those glimpses were however, worse was what he kept seeing in his own mind, from his own unwanted psychic video shots. His particular ‘gift’, to foresee events that would lead to his own demise. So far, this talent had come in handy, allowing him to avert the scenario in most cases.
But this time, he couldn’t see any way out.
Not when the death came at the hands of potentially world-ending events that he could no more sidestep than anyone else.
There had to be a way, but he couldn’t think now. Couldn’t make sense of the horror, of the strange sights. Couldn’t displace the symbolism from the reality. Not when Diana clutched his arm like a vise, and her tearing eyes begged him for help.
At last, Phoebe returned with a First Aid kid, and a syringe she promised held a sedative that might just take the edge off.
“Anything,” Xavier pleaded. But when he closed his eyes, her tormented face dissolved away in a flood of scenes out of some overwrought CGI blockbuster.
An army marches across the scorched earth. Bright red, their gear: helmets, sashes and boots. Heavy rifles and artillery, tanks and missile silos among them streaked red with a band of the rising sun… In a command tower overlooking the extreme display of force, a man dressed as a samurai, a Ronin, all in bright crimson with a shining metallic helmet. His hands raise as he shouts some indiscernible command, and the ground forces cheer as the missile silos release their deadly contents, blasting into the sky and arcing for some distant target.
Closer on that leader, behind the mask, the shaded, hooded eyes…
… matching the color of the small emerald stone revealed now fastened on a chain around his neck…
Flash.
Xavier returned to the jolting cargo bay as Diana’s grip loosened.
“She’ll be okay,” Phoebe reassured him as she put away the hypodermic.
He soothed Diana’s hand, then looked up. “You don’t sound so optimistic.”
Phoebe sighed. “Well, I don’t know what will happen, but we can’t keep her — and everyone sedated forever.”
Xavier winced suddenly, and saw an unbidden vision flash between his eyes:
A series of people, all walks of life, cracking open prescription bottles, popping little red pills, then leaning back and feeling relaxed. One in particular, washing it down with a Coke before he enters a helicopter much like this one…
Blinking, Xavier glanced to the cockpit. “What—?”
Caleb shouted something in the rear seat. He was on the Sat-Phone, likely still interfacing with Edgerrin Temple, or others struggling for command.
Xavier was about to ask when he received another vision.
The nuke detonates behind the Capitol building, while he and Diana watch in horror, but also acceptance, knowing this is inevitable. Their hands clasp together, eyes closing just as the wave of heat and radiation roars over them…
Switch to…
An underground bunker. Command center. Screens and servers and people jammed inside. No one moving or responding as the digital lines of incoming nukes fill each screen.
Again… one unusual object calls his attention:
A pill bottle on the table.
See it, Xavier wills. Closer…
This vision zooms in. Shaky, as the bunker is rocked. As debris falls and the light flickers. As people fail to react or even scream, as if they’re zombies, or in a trance, or just don’t care…
Closer.
On the pill bottle… Can almost read the name when—
Everything goes black.
Xavier rocked back to one side as the chopper tilted then righted itself.
“What the hell?” He leaned in and secured the belt around Diana as Phoebe hung on for dear life. His ears popped as they ascended, and he looked out the window, seeing the city dwindling below — along with a trail of smoke passing them on the right.
“Someone shot at us!” Caleb yelled, gripping the seat-back behind them. He was still on his phone, and Xavier wasn’t sure if he shouted to whoever was on the other end, or to him.
“What’s the status down there?”
Caleb held up a hand, then mumbled something into the phone. “They’re trying to clear a route for us, but we need to get to a certain building in Chelsea, with a landing spot on the roof. Edgerrin’s got a crack team and command post set up for us to use and connect to DC and other world capitals.”
“Jesus,” Phoebe said. “It’s really global?”
“And really bad,” Caleb said. “They want me — us, to get on the air and try to calm people. To instruct them on control and calm, and…”
“Now they want our help?” Phoebe shot back, bitterness rising in her throat. “After what they did to us, to Orlando?”
“Dramatic irony and karma can wait,” Xavier said. “Or there won’t be anything left for us to gloat about. What can we do?” He winced again as…
Another flash:
An arctic horizon, a low sun and a cavern entrance, triangular and immense, carved into an angular cliffside. Footprints lead inside, toward an inviting darkness, then to a torchlit chamber, an altar and a congregation robed in red… A knife (or scalpel) and a pair of toddlers crying and screaming…
A flash of something bright whips from the darkness and warmth gushes down his chest and onto the frozen snow. He falls to his knees as his aortic lifeblood cascades from his body and he can only see that samurai mask, and a bloody, curved knife before startling green eyes.
Someone shook him, and his hand fell from Dian’s limp grasp.
“What’s wrong with you?” Phoebe, her hair over her wild eyes, shouted over the roaring engine.
He shook his head, glanced from her to Diana and then to Caleb, who he knew, could tell exactly what was wrong.
“You’re seeing your death?”
Xavier nodded. “A hell of a lot of them. Relentless. And not just mine…” He closed his eyes and shook his head, trying to clear the visions, along with the nausea from the chopper’s flight path.
“We’re coming in,” Phoebe said, as they all dipped forward, then down. “But who the hell was shooting at us?”
“Anarchists, crazies, enemies already in place and prepared for this?” Caleb shook his head.
“Ever the conspiracy theorist?”
“Shoe fits,” he snapped back. “Xavier, I want a debrief on what you’re seeing.”
“I… can’t. Nothing helps. I’m seeing alternate timelines, maybe. Different scenarios.”
Caleb nodded. “Maybe diverging quantum universes, but we’ll need you to see through it all and… I hate to say it, but you may be called upon to lead us all out of this mess.”
“What?”
“Yeah. From what Edgerrin just said, most of Congress is incapacitated, or at best, unable to make any justifiable decisions. The President and Cabinet are in in lockdown, and not responding in any coherent way.”
Xavier frowned. “Drugs…”
“What?” Phoebe coughed the response. “At a time like this?”
“No, something about a prescription medication. I’ve seen it repeatedly, and it’s connected somehow to all this. I think…” He turned as the chopper swayed dramatically, then settled over the rooftop, landing on the building pad.
“Shit… our pilot might be affected!”
Caleb unbuckled first and stood up, facing the cockpit door now, fear in his eyes. “How do you mean, ‘affected’?”
“I don’t know, it’s a commonality I saw. People taking some pills and… uhnnn” He groaned and held his head as another onslaught of visions crashed on him. Beyond the mass annihilation, cataclysm from the sky and the nukes — something else…
A cockpit door opens and a pilot, helmet still shielding his face, comes out with a gun drawn. Xavier rushes him, getting between the shot and Diana. A flash and a roar in his eardrums, another flash and he’s on his knees, two holes torn through his shirt, and oddly he thinks the configuration makes them appear like the stars of the Gemini constellation….
Back — it was too much. Couldn’t focus, see or talk. Had to warn them…
How much time had just passed? Can I still stop it?
His head spun around to the cockpit door, which creaked and opened a crack.
Cool air rushed into the cockpit as another door opened behind him.
A shout, a scuffle. Shapes rushed past, someone elbowed him aside.
A glimpse of men in blue, and a dark-suited man with a flight helmet…
A gunshot and a scream.
Something crashed onto his head and the world went black.
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Caleb was still processing the events the from the helicopter as the Secret Service men and the uniformed officers rushed them across the rooftop and down into the stairwell.
The pilot had been shot! Had Xavier known? Had he seen the threat?
He had turned and shouted a warning even as the door had opened, the same moment the agents boarded the chopper. Maybe coincidence, or just fast thinking, or they had some new intel on the pilot.
But it didn’t make sense.
If the pilot had wanted them dead, he could have done so earlier, any time on the flight from Long Island. What had changed his mind? Had he overheard something?
What were we talking about right before that?
Caleb wracked his brain, but it was all too jumbled, and then he was being rushed out of the chopper. Diana was on a gurney, wheeled across the roof ahead of them, and Xavier was loping along close behind. As Phoebe and then Caleb passed, sheltered by other agents, Xavier gave him a look of utter helplessness and confusion, and said: “All is death.”
* * *
On the spacious penthouse-like 33rd level, a number whose significance in Freemasonry was not lost on Caleb, Edgerrin Temple had set up a makeshift control room. Complete with several dozen large screen monitors, servers and telecommunications equipment, it sported reinforced bullet-proof windows and massive doors. The room was an impregnable safehouse, at least for now, from which to conduct their efforts at intelligence gathering, and design a plan for recovery.
Edgerrin wasn’t physically present, but his commanding presence was there nonetheless on the main monitor, broadcast from the bunker below the White House. Caleb could see the figures of the President and the First Lady back there, neither looking too fit, being attended to by others in suits. He made out an IV and other medical equipment, along with dozens of high ranking officials.
“Glad you’re back in one piece.”
“Barely,” Caleb said, straightening up, adjusting his sweatshirt and trying to appear formal, in case the President maybe happened to look his way. He was dying to know… “Are they… affected?”
Edgerrin glanced over his shoulder, then nodded. “Yes. But don’t let that out yet, we need to present the image that we’re in control. Going to broadcast some spliced footage of him speaking and assuring the world all’s ok and we’re working on it.”
“But he’s not. They’re not…” Caleb looked around. “But some are. These agents…”
“From what we’ve seen in the limited time so far, it hits certain people more than others.”
“Makes sense,” Caleb said. “Varying degrees of empathy and susceptibility to psychic activity has been well documented. Even at Stargate, we passed over selecting many who had a whiff of talent, but not enough to be full blown remote viewers. So maybe those types had some immunity to the onslaught of… whatever this is.”
Edgerrin’s face loomed closer, revealing the lines of age, grown deeper and more weathered in the years since Caleb had first met him. Back when Edgerrin had stepped in to right the wrongs of his predecessor, to remedy the harm done to Caleb and his family and friends, and to open his own mind to the potential of the program, if used correctly.
“And what exactly is it we’re dealing with?” Edgerrin winced. “I mean, I can see things. Feel things, hear the thoughts of… god, too many around me. And even…” His eyes were deeply haunted. “…even those of people I’ve lost. My father appeared to me, several times, like he’s… right goddamned there! And I…”
Caleb wished he could reach out to the screen, and tried to think of what to say, but it was Phoebe coming to stand beside him, that had a response. At least something.
“It sucks.”
That’s all, but she said it with such a straight face, with such poignancy, that he heard her. And others did and could tell it came from a lifetime of experience. Of her own pain and frustration and unwanted sights displayed again and again without let up. She took a breath. “I mean it’s a curse for sure, but it’s also a gift, or can be. We can show you how to control it, how to silence the voices and visions to some degree. But we think you have it worse, since it’s been thrust on you suddenly after living your whole life without it.”
Caleb nodded. “For us, it’s been like any skill you learn and develop and practice. Just like someone good at math isn’t always computing formulas and solving problems in their head but can do so when called upon. That’s how it mostly is for us…” He glanced to Xavier. “Some in present party excluded. But what this event seemed to do was to lift the blockage in ‘normals’ like you. Or maybe it activated some dormant DNA in the rest of the population and snapped it to full power suddenly. And now…”
“Everyone’s a math whiz,” Phoebe finished for him. “Buried under nonstop calculations and equation-solving.”
“It will subside in time, I think,” Caleb said, standing shoulder to shoulder with his sister. He checked the monitors, the news, the live camera feeds from random people posting to social media.
“But by the look of things, that’s time we may not have.”
“Agreed,” Edgerrin said, shaking off his emotions. “And to answer your earlier question, some others like those agents there — and supposedly your pilot — seemed to suffer no ill effects. Had no premonitions or visions or even the slightest psychic hiccup.”
“About that…” Caleb glanced at Xavier, who was once again by Diana’s side, pulling up a chair. His attention was back on the nearest monitor — where riots were turning violent in front of the Kremlin. Then the screen turned to amateur footage of the San Francisco bridge and stalled traffic, and people launching themselves over the side en masse.
“We have a potential lead. A drug of some kind. Xavier got a hit on something the pilot may have been taking. Can we access his prescriptions?”
Edgerrin frowned. “A lot of services are down, and even if we could, pharmacies are closed, workers not showing up. Judges won’t be available for warrants and our IT staff at the NSA may be a little… overwhelmed with their own visions, from what I hear.” He was getting flustered, a vein bulging on his right side. “Have to figure this out soon…”
“Okay,” Caleb said, straightening. His attention turned to the monitors, seeing a montage of sights he wished he hadn’t seen. “I think, whatever else you need from us, any assistance we can give, we have to. The problems out there are problems we — I—created.”
Edgerrin looked at him with a softening stare. Behind him, someone helped the president limping off screen to lay down. He looked drugged, and Caleb imagined he was being sedated, like others including Diana, to dull their thoughts and help restore some balance or momentary relief at least.
“I did this,” Caleb admitted. “And I’ll find a way to solve it. But I need my team. I need access to them. Bring up Victoria and the shadow remnant.”
“What?” Edgerrin asked.
“Yeah, when you guys rounded all of us psychics up…”
“Wasn’t my doing,” he said, hands raised. “Government infiltrated by that UN Council member, and her watchdog Boris, and…”
“Regardless,” Caleb interrupted. “Phoebe helped find a recruit named Victoria Bederus, a talented psychic who should have been on our team if not for Boris’s false visions tainting her test results. And she gathered other psychics to help us out and run objective hunts while we were incapacitated.”
Edgerrin nodded, seeing the wisdom and respecting the move. “Should be able to find her.”
“Church of St. Joseph,” Phoebe said. “Georgetown. Link her up to here if you can. I tried phoning her but…”
“Most wireless is down. Overloaded or sabotaged by internal workers.” Edgerrin shook his head as he worked on a tablet device. “We’ll get it done. I’m sending a tech over there now.”
“What’s the status of recovering communications?” Caleb asked. “Surely there’s got to be some way. Some working satellites, even for limited communication?”
Phoebe held his hand and met his concerned look. He knew she was on the same wavelength. “We’ve got to check in with Alexander.”
“Nina, Jacob and Aria too,” Phoebe said. “They were all on their way to Nan Madol. What they find — if they find it — may be the key to stopping all this.”
Caleb shook his head. “I’m worried. Miriam knew about their trip. It’s probably a trap. Or a fake vision designed to separate us, get us a world apart and… pick us off.”
“Don’t think the worst,” Phoebe said.
He squeezed her hand back, and spoke to her, as well as to Edgerrin and Xavier.
“I have a plan, such as it is. And I admit, some of the motives are selfish, but these are the people we need if we hope to stop this whole thing before it’s too late.”
“Tell me,” Edgerrin said. “But first, Caleb, you have to go live. Right after the President’s mock speech for calm. We need you to be the voice of this psychic business. To assure people it can be controlled. That the visions aren’t all true, and not every spouse is acting on unfaithful thoughts, and not everyone is out to get them, and their dead aren’t around every corner, haunting them…”
Caleb nodded. “I know. That’s my priority and that’s why we will be delegating. Phoebe, you need to find Orlando.
“I had a vision,” she said. “He was… something else. Somewhere beyond this reality, and very much different than here. He may be…”
Caleb shook his head. “I know, he’s in trouble.”
“I felt him,” Phoebe said, “was right there with him, and yet lost him. But he’s… close.”
“And the twins,” Caleb said. “We need to get to them. Fast.”
She nodded. “Of course. Couldn’t stop me from looking for them if you wanted to.”
“But they have the sphere, blocking our visions.”
Phoebe swallowed hard. Her expression turned grave and her eyes pleaded before she spoke. “They have a part to play, a big one. The Custodian warned me, and I sent them away…”
“—To be safe. Don’t worry. We’ll get them.”
“But Orlando’s mother… What if she’s dead or insane? And they’re all alone. Alaska…”
Caleb cleared his throat. “Edgerrin, can you secure a plane or send a trusted unit up there?”
“Yeah, we should be able to.”
“Please…” Phoebe said.
Xavier coughed and tried to get back into the planning. “What about Victoria and the other team, once we’re online?”
“They’re going to remote view the prescription medicine you saw. Find its connection, if there is one, to all this. And dig deeper. She knows the drill by now.”
Phoebe nodded. “Her team found Nan Madol…”
“Although that might be a ruse?” Edgerrin asked.
“Maybe, maybe not.” Caleb turned to the screen. “Either way, can you scramble a pilot and get a rescue flight out there?”
He sighed. “I’ll see if there’s anyone free and clear of the psychic scourge.”
“Thanks.”
“What about him?” Edgerrin asked, pointing to Xavier.
“Xavier is going to be our testing rod, in a sense,” Caleb said. “Right now, he can’t be relied on for anything, being incapacitated by visions of his own death, in a variety of scenarios that can’t be avoided. He’s given us some tidbits, like the medicine—”
“And a man in red,” Xavier blurted out, without turning around. “A samurai mask. Not sure if that’s real or just symbolic in my mind, pointing to a location, but he’s behind some of this. Maybe the pilot’s actions, maybe something with the twins. And…”
He turned around. “Antarctica?”
“What?” Caleb shook his head. “Too much to process right now. One step at a time. The medicine. Orlando and the twins. Alexander…”
“The pilot, though,” Phoebe brought up. “Anything else from his background? I mean, he could have killed us all at any time.”
“I don’t know,” Caleb said. “But it was strange. He moved slowly, awkwardly, almost like he was acting under the influence of something, or like he was being controlled.”
Edgerrin shrugged. “There was nothing in his file that I saw. Exemplary public servant, pilot of countless missions.”
“Okay. In any case, let’s move. I’m ready when you are for the broadcast. Assuming you can upload it and people are able to view it.”
“They will, in limited areas, and as we restore service, we’ll keep it in a loop, trying to calm people down and buy us some time to figure this out.”
Caleb grabbed a nearby chair and sat down. He looked to Xavier and Diana. “One more thing. This… shield around the Earth. We have to talk about it.”
“What shield?” Edgerrin asked.
“Later. But just… we are going to have a choice to make. A similar one made by our predecessors thousands of years ago.”
“Which is?”
“Protection from a rogue species-annihilating comet, or the suffering we’re currently undergoing.”
Edgerrin blinked at him incredulously.
“Can you shut it down?” Phoebe asked. “With the Emerald Tablet?”
Caleb sighed without looking up. “There must be a way, but I can’t see it yet.”
Phoebe clapped her brother on the back. “Then let’s go. And figure it out along the way.”
Rolling his eyes, Caleb nodded. “As usual.”

6

St. Joseph’s Church — Georgetown
Victoria left the chapel after one last prayer. One more moment of reflection in front of the candles flickering behind their scarlet glass votives, and she moved back as the church’s patron saint looked on with an expression she thought seemed like pity.
Justifiably so.
Pity for us mortals locked here in this sad struggle. What did it all mean? she wondered at just this moment, and she thought about the generations that had come and gone since his time. Thought about how some maybe had it easy comparatively, and that every age had its own struggle. World wars, plagues, natural disasters and looming cosmic threats. They all had their battles to wage, their dragons to slay.
This is ours.
As she finished her prayer, she had a fleeting thought: that maybe this wasn’t her first go-around. Maybe not her first epic rodeo, and how it wouldn’t make sense if some people got born into the world and only suffered war, plague and death and knew nothing of peace; never got to grow old and watch their children thrive and have nothing of the hell others had thrown in their path.
Maybe it was supposed to be that way.
Maybe — if reincarnation was the real state of things. Or some kind of more sciency-term, something like Phoebe and the others had whispered about: a Matrix-sort of reality where life was more like a game where we kept downloading into different simulations — or times and scenarios, later events in the same world… and got to experience different things. In some, pain and disease, loss, poverty and sickness; while in others we got freedom, health and love and family, nice homes and coasted luckily through life.
She shrugged. It made wonderful, symmetrical sense to her, but now wasn’t time to dwell on anything like that. It didn’t matter anyway. Not like she could just turn off the game and start over. It didn’t work that way, even if that was the way of things. She wouldn’t remember the last go-around, right? And it would all just start again, and maybe she would again have these same questions along the way.
Pastor Frank met her in the hallway. The holy man looked shaken but not overly so. She had been with him when ‘It’ struck, and he’d been toppled, and at first, she thought it was a seizure, but quickly dismissed that notion when others came into the chapel crying for help. That was what forced Pastor Frank to overcome his own anguish: the compulsion to help others. He put it out of his mind and worked to calm the suffering of those seeking some sort of mystical cause to their visions; some thought it was the Second Coming, others were convinced it was penance for their sins.
“How are you faring?” she asked, but he waved her question aside. He held an envelope in his hand, and she knew, before he even said anything…
“It’s from the Morpheus team.”
He handed it to her. “A man just dropped it off. Very special agenty-looking. Said it was urgent; he was suffering. He’s still upstairs, and I’m helping calm him and a few others in a prayer reading. Incense and repetition of Bible verses seems to distract the mind.”
Victoria grinned. “Always did for me, back when I was a devout Sunday-goer.”
“Come back anytime.”
“I may never leave,” she said, taking the envelope and heading for the basement stairs. “Good luck, keep them sane a little longer.”
“You’re working on this, right?” He said it with more than touch of doubt.
“I hope so.” She ripped open the envelope and headed downstairs.
* * *
“A new objective,” she told the group.
“Of course,” said Curt, rubbing the back of his large, sweaty neck. “You know, yesterday I would have cried bullshit and asked to get the hell out of here.”
“We know,” said Marla. She adjusted her seat and fidgeted with an empty cup that had held coffee. How many she’d had today was anyone’s guess.
Victoria stood and looked over the table. “I know some of you tried to contact your family, your friends. If you were lucky enough to have service. Told them to come here if they can or stay inside. My mother is hunkered down. She must have some… immunity and seems to be fine.”
“Makes sense,” Jack said from the corner where he poked at a box of old donuts. “Like us. Already got this ‘gift,” and we’re spared from what’s happening out there.”
“Like chicken pox,” said the guy who looked like Gandalf the wizard and she still didn’t learn his name. He stared at the bottom of his own coffee mug. They’d have to make a food run soon — or see what else the rectory had left. Victoria hated to keep relying on the church’s generosity, but she didn’t want to risk going out even the couple blocks to a deli or grocer. Sounded like a war zone out there.
“So. What’s the target this time?” Marla asked. “And how’d the last one turn out? The island vacation spot and the green tablet thing? Anyone get an update?”
Curt coughed. “Or should we RV it?”
“Not now,” Victoria snapped. “Need to focus. On… this.” She held up the paper. “I’m not sure what exactly it means, but the others said it’s crucial.”
The faces turned to her somberly. They were ready. They trusted her; somehow, by showing she was one of them, by admitting her failures and doubts and weaknesses, she had got them to band together. Still surprised and waiting for an inevitable coup from someone, maybe Jack, who seemed to want a more forceful leader or direct role, she pressed on.
“A prescription bottle. Medicine that people are taking, and it may either make them immune, or something else.” She shrugged and held up the paper. “That’s all they gave me. I have a bad feeling it’s too damn vague.”
“Or too specific,” Marla said. “Don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve never been able to zero in on letters or names or anything like that in my goddamned visions.”
“Church,” Jack scolded.
Marla frowned at her. “Shit, I’m sorry, but you know…”
“I know,” Victoria said. “Let’s just try our best. Think of prescriptions and this psychic event and try to visualize what people might be taking. Those that aren’t affected. It sounds like something already on the market, and maybe it’s dulling the senses or the brain areas that respond to our psychic aspect. Maybe it’s a lucky coincidence, maybe not.”
She sighed. “That’s all I’ve got.”
They took up their pencils and passed around pads of paper. Someone turned on classical music, and someone else dimmed the lights. And they all got to work.
* * *
Less than an hour later, her little group had experienced their share of blocks, quiet time and productive time. She wanted to give them some more room and wasn’t about to disrupt the process while a few were still scribbling away; Curt had been laying on his back, twirling his pencil over his eyes and staring at the lead tip while the others were busy drawing or deep in their trances.
Victoria herself had stepped away and had to conceal her emotions from the others. After Marla had mentioned the island and their previous objective, her mind had gone into the RV mode, and she’d been seeing in her periphery, visions of seaside ruins. Structures carefully stacked up like Lincoln Logs, withstanding fierce winds as jet skis whirled about mangrove-infested canals…
She stumbled to the door, but checked herself, trying to appear strong and in control, just as another vision slammed into her mind.
Two kids, surrounded by bat-like fish with stingers: a sea of mantas. Their flashlight beams encounter undersea towers and arches, bridges and temple-like constructions. So far down… even as men with spear guns close in on the pair…
Another flash and a chamber, somber and lit by feeble flashlight beams, and there are the young forms, so insignificant compared to the pair of colossal statues flanking them in some kind of ancient tomb, with a pair of elaborate stone coffins in the center…
“Trapped,” Victoria mumbled. “They’re trapped. And…”
Another flash—
And the shiny box they had seen under some tunnel and in a cavernous underwater area…
“Shit.” She said it louder than she had planned, and the room went quiet, turning to her.
Marla stood, coffee mug in hand. “What? See something?”
“It’s empty.”
Marla held up the cup, turned it upside down. “Yup. I can confirm that.”
Shivering, Victoria left it at that, although the others looked at her strangely as Marla went for a refill.
Have to get word to them, she thought. ASAP. Most phones weren’t working but maybe they could get a satellite communication into Nan Madol. Before it was too late — if it wasn’t already.
Then she stopped herself. Was that a past or future vision?
Before she could try to answer her own question, she caught sight of the plethora of sketches all over the table. No one had gotten around to taping any of the sheets up to the walls yet, but from her standing vantage point, she had more than enough scope to see what the others, closer to the individual scenes, could not.
“Lilies,” she said, and immediately understood part of the riddle. There were sketches of white-shaded lilies of all kinds and levels of expertise. In the water, with frogs on some, in fields, in gardens.
Once she said it, Curt apparently figured it out too, slapping the table. “Oh damn, that’s easy.”
“What?” said Craig.
“We know the manufacturer of the drug at least,” Eric replied, looking to Victoria for confirmation.
She nodded. “Eli Lily. So that’s a start. And here…” She took several of the sheets and arranged them together. Forgotten was Nan Madol and questions of time or warnings.
Pictures of what looked like vats, and a sweatshop, tiny forms that could be pills, but in all three sheets there were two similar images that chilled her to the bone.
The first: a square-shaped thing with exotic runes on it, all too familiar… Someone had even found a green pencil and colored it in so there was no mistake. It had wavy green lines bathing the vats and the subsequently-produced pills.
The other image: colored bright red in two images, and with the word CRIMSON written in the black and white version: a man on a ledge or standing over the Emerald Tablet, clearly in control of it.
He looked like a samurai, with a curved helmet and a cloak of some kind, and a sword at his belt.
She choked on the words: “Who the hell is that guy?”
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I have become destroyer of worlds.
The thought brought him neither excitement nor guilt. It was not the first time he had felt this way. And as he floated in the immersion tank, breathing tube in place, his naked body rippled with muscles honed from an early age, before his Ascension.
He’d been groomed by the others. The Circle. The Followers of Horus.
They had many names. And had lived many lives.
After his Ascension, he had learned of his true past, the lineages and the linkages back, back to when it all began and even further. The destiny they shaped. The knowledge they sought.
It was all so close now.
His body, the talents and the skills he’d learned — mastering four martial arts forms, proficient with katana and shurikens — everything would come in play for the battles to come in this, the endgame.
He would soon be called to that ancient and sacred cavernous chamber amidst the ice and snow, deep inside the primordial shrine, the ancient place of wonder.
He would become one with the truth.
But Raiden Ziansin understood that truth was malleable, and power was everything. The power that would soon be his, power enough to take a world by force, and create a new truth.
Truth, when one had true knowledge, could be reshaped, molded and corrected.
There is another path, he thought as his hand absently moved through the cool water and grasped the gem on the chain around his neck.
The green, solid, perfectly chiseled gem…
Soon, now.
He could feel his body, but only barely. The power of the gem radiated against his flesh and muscle, absorbed in the nutrient bath; but again, it was only flesh and muscle. What was truly enhanced now was his mind.
His consciousness, freed completely in this tank…
A practice the Americans had almost perfected with their spying programs. With MK Ultra and Stargate and others. Raiden had been experimenting with the separation of mind and body for years. Astral traveling, spirit projection, whatever the term, he had been proficient by the time he had been admitted into the Order, and from there, along with his discovery of the past, of who he had been and the lives he had lived, he knew why he had been chosen.
They knew too. Especially since Raiden Ziansin died over thirty years ago.
What could he say? He liked the name. Among the hundreds, thousands he had taken or had been given as his own, this one had the most meaning. ‘Raiden’ meant God of Thunder and Lightning, and the one who had borne that name… had found the gem.
A flash of memories rose to the top of his thoughts: submerged with a tenuous breathing line… the pressure overwhelming, the surface so far up, a bare glint in the gloom and past the fan-like shapes circling overhead, closing in on something — a deeper shadow in the darkness, like a spire, the lead emissary of magnificent city under the waves, but more — a glinting silvery chest secured in chains just inside its cupola. Within his reach…
He snapped back just as his consciousness, drifting in a sea of thought and spiritual connections, a feeling of being everywhere and nowhere at once, detected a change in the external environment.
Someone was draining the tank. Bringing him out.
I’m not ready, he tried to project. His body wouldn’t respond yet, disassociated as he was, but he had other means of control. Just had to reach out and find…
Unnggh….
It was too much. He was close but there were so many connections. The gem…
It gave him the sight, and more. While in this state he could find the ‘markers’, those who were taking the drug, the milligrams of solvent floating in their bloodstreams, activating in their brains, and calling out.
Calling to him.
Calling to the gem, the source…
He could find them. Create a connection, like now…
With the woman coming to rouse him from his work. To enlighten him about something.
And then he was in.
Inside her mind, merging with it.
Being non-localized in his consciousness meant he could be anywhere. Be anyone as long as the anchor was in place.
As it was with his assistants here. All hand-chosen by the Followers.
Jaclyn Bennet, 44, of Houston, TX until recently. Lifelong adherent of the occult. Touch of psychic ability herself, proficient in Tarot readings, Palmistry and seances, Jaclyn was naturally drawn to the followers, recruited and propelled through the ranks. Two sisters, both younger and oblivious. Born without the gift. Likely suffering immensely now. Too bad big sis isn’t free to assist in their transition.
She had greater goals at the moment.
Using her body, upending her mind, Raiden directed her to pause the extraction sequence.
Time to learn what the fuss is all about. Why rouse me earlier, when my work isn’t done?
He had just been getting started, probing the corners of the world, seeking the Morpheus members. Tracking them at Nan Madol, scuba diving and running from Miriam’s enforcers. Raiden chuckled at their folly, then moved on. Found the new recruits in the basement of a church, scribbling away and trying to make sense of disjointed and badly drawn sketches. Then on, where the core members were in Long Island.
Interesting, and fascinating.
That bit about Tesla… Unexpected.
Miriam’s loss was a blow, but entirely in the realm of prediction. Her power could have been useful, but she had always been a rogue element. A chaos figure that couldn’t be controlled. Like the other Custodian.
They had annihilated each other. Good. And destroyed a gateway and dimensional portal in the process, closing out other timelines and variable universes.
Just fine with Raiden.
This one is mine.
He had claimed it, lived it. Over and over, he had shaped its history and forged ahead of all others to be at this pinnacle of spiritual and psychic evolution.
At the stage of true enlightenment.
He thought of the Buddhas. Of the mystics and saviors who had come and gone.
Missing that one most crucial element.
Memory. Retainment.
They looked to the Dalai Lama in this age, the reincarnation of his most blessed wise one.
All that was right in thought, wrong in practice.
He had them all beat. He and the other Followers. The Circle.
Focus.
Concentrating all his wide-reaching awareness down to a single point. Ignore the man in the tank.
Back to the woman, to Jaclyn, who presided over the tank with the other four assistants in this second sublevel of the drug manufacturing plant. She came with an iPad displaying an aerial photo.
She stopped at his command. Held it up and scrutinized it: snowy setting, a view from high above. Google Satellite maybe. He knew they’d been looking, co-opting the cameras and feeds from satellites, traffic cams, ATMs and the like across the world. Employing facial recognition and other tools.
Time stamps displayed a scene first from last night, under a bright aurora in Alaska…
An elderly woman by the looks of it, with a stroller holding two toddlers, heading for the cabin.
The next image: the same woman likely, sans-coat, face down in the snow. No sign of the tykes.
Jaclyn smiled.
Very well, the thought came. You may wake me, this is what I sought. You’ve done well.
And in the tank, with the water flooding out through the floor vents, Raiden descended and returned to his body. His mind sparked back and resumed control of the cold limbs and willed the muscles to flex and work once more.
He pulled the tube from his mouth, and along with the saline and chlorinated water, he could almost taste the pure flavor of victory.
“We have them. Alaska… find me the nearest military unit. And a susceptible commander.”

8

New York — Masonic Hall. Grand Lodge Headquarters, 71 West 23rd St.
Phoebe found her way to a back office on the floor, adjacent to the one Caleb had just commandeered for privacy. She needed space, needed isolation, and most of all — needed to be away from the windows. Didn’t want to be distracted or tempted to look down on the chaos below. Or to be a target. If they could fire RPGs at a helicopter, she guessed bulletproof windows might not be adequate protection.
A glance back through the window revealed a bustle of action around the main area, which made her uncomfortable. A lot of agent-type men in dark suits were setting up equipment, trying to reach others and coordinate mobile communications. A few others just stood around as security and seemed okay for now.
She hoped these guys were all, as Edgerrin said, with some sort of psychic ability that nullified the onslaught of full awareness. Otherwise…
She was glad she locked the door. Moving to the window, she hesitated but felt she should close the blinds in here. Didn’t want to be distracted while she went into her trance. She needed to be confident she wouldn’t be disturbed. However, she didn’t want to miss anything, and wasn’t sure Caleb was in the right mind to notice threats now. Not with the weight of all this on his shoulders. The ultimate guilt, and all this responsibility. He would do anything to atone, she knew, and would overlook the basic things around him in service of fixing it all.
He needed her to be aware. To support and protect him. To save him from himself — which she hadn’t been able to do on Long Island.
Hand on the blinds’ release, she hesitated, watching her brother in the next room. He disconnected the livestream to Edgerrin and walked to the window. Back to her, he looked out at the city, at the world.
A changed world. A world he had in part wanted to create, ever since that day emerging from under the Alexandrian harbor with the key to ultimate knowledge in his hand. He had wanted to release all that wisdom all to the world, but then he saw the wisdom in restraint.
Now, despite all those precautions, the dam had been broken.
But this, it wasn’t full knowledge, Phoebe knew.
It was chaos. It was anything but provident information carefully allocated and available for analysis. It was the absolute opposite of organization and method. This was a bombardment of the psyche of every living human not otherwise buffered by pre-existing constraints.
Or, she thought, whatever else might be blocking this ‘curse’. Some medicine people were taking that had an unintended side effect.
Focus, she thought. Let Victoria and the new recruits handle that part. You have your own objectives.
She did, and reluctantly she closed the blinds on her introspective brother, wishing she could alleviate his pain in some way, but knowing this might be a path he needed to tread alone.
It was time. Time to find Orlando.
As much as she ached for him, despite all his quirks and aggravating ticks, she loved the lug more than anything. Except maybe the two joys he had given her. What we did together, as he was so fond of describing their act of procreation.
She let her mind go free as she sat in the cushy leather office chair, sliding it away from the meeting table and releasing the lock so she could lean back and stare up at the perforated ceiling tiles.
Half-expecting to see a couple pencils stuck up there, as Orlando loved to spend his time perfecting the pencil-dart-in-the-ceiling trick, she let her eyes glaze over the tiles, allowing the lack of patterns to the indentations and marks create a map of sorts. Roads leading this way and that. Bridges from one land to another…
Focus slipped, shadows merged, darkness swirled, and she saw…
Him.
Orlando, but not Orlando.
A collection of numerical data, a binary blur of golden luminescence. He was here and yet gone. In a different place and time, a different…
Just. Different. Reading his location was like opening a book entirely written in a different language and not understanding one symbol.
Couldn’t find him, and then…
Change the question.
Where did they take him originally?
Two things were going on. One, she realized, was beyond her understanding now, beyond anyone’s. But what she had to be able to determine was Orlando’s physical location. Not the presence of his consciousness. That was the wrong question.
Body, not mind.
Where is ‘he’?
That was the key question.
The collection of biological material, water, bones and muscle, nerves and cells and molecules that made up her husband. That she could find.
And did.
The image came to mind quickly: A white room.
A table. Electrodes, monitors.
Where?
She backs up, retreating from the room. A stark, long hallway. Other doors, other… patients?
Someone — something down the hall. Behind another door.
She shivers.
It’s a woman, but… much more. She’s…
Familiar
A smell of ancient rock and jasmine, the sound of a subterranean waterfall, and kind, sad eyes…
Was this—?
Fingers press against the glass, leaving glowing fingerprints and—
She’s gone.
Blasting up, through more levels of hallways and experimental lab rooms, server stations, and then layers of rock and earth. Up — into the air, into the blue sky, looking down on a fenced in area, a collection of buildings, what looks like…
A plane.
And a signpost.
She knows this.
But doesn’t. It’s familiar, but she can’t quite place it.
One objective almost figured out. Regardless of the uncertainties and ambiguity surrounding Orlando and his… neighbor.
One down.
Now, check the twins…
Had to let her instincts take over and spy on them, but they had the sphere that blocked her sight. It was agonizing, and she had to peek around the edges to get a glimpse of anything at all. But it was there, and she found it.
She swooned, almost fell — and screamed.
* * *
Minutes later, images of impossible sights swirling in her head, she stumbled out of her office and made her to way to Caleb.
He may have been in his own deep session, remote viewing something, or preparing to address and calm the world as best he could, but when he saw her ashen face, he came to her.
“What is it? You saw something.”
“I might know where Orlando is. But the twins…”
She almost sobbed out the words.
“They’re in danger, I can feel that much, even though I don’t know from what, and I can’t see… not a damn thing that made any sense. I don’t know how to help them.”
“What could you see?”
She gasped for breath, still seeing images of smoke, fire and a towering man in red storming through burning wreckage. “More than just the physical danger. Somebody’s got them — or is about to. But before, they…”
“What?” His voice was soothing, his touch gentle but firm.
“They’re not like any of us. They…” She clenched her eyes and could see it again, just one sight, but it was like something out of a Michelangelo canvas sprinkled with faerie magic and illuminated by angelic finger-paint.
“I saw something else. I think it was a scene from Genesis.”
Caleb made a choking sound. “Genesis?” His eyes widened, like he saw it too. “The Tree?”
“They were floating or flying around it. Touching it with elastic beams of light, like they were consuming its branches. Drinking from its leaves, absorbing its sap.”
Caleb took a step back, and she knew his mind was whirling, interpreting, merging this data with a dozen myths and folk tales and modern science.
“The Akashic Record? Or maybe…”
“It’s the Biblical Tree of Wisdom itself.” She took a deep, deep breath. “They can open it up, read it all. No serpent or apple needed.”
Caleb thought for a moment, then swallowed hard. “I’m worried that whoever can control those children…”
“…can know everything?” Phoebe again saw the man in crimson, with his flowing cape, striding through the smoke and wreckage.
“He can become God.”

9

After fishing out the keycard from the dead administrator’s pocket, and after closing those vacant, horrific eyes, Orlando scanned the pass and opened the door. He stepped out into the hallway, which was dimly lit now by weak bulbs and an intermittently spinning red alarm that fortunately had no audible accompaniment.
Where am I?
To his left there were numerous other doors, a few open, and otherwise just stretching out into the gloom. Movement down there, like something shuffling in the shadows, hugging the walls. To the right, a body with a pair of scissors in its neck, blood all over the floor and the white coat.
Was that the other guy from my room?
He headed in that direction. Screams from somewhere, muffled and lonesome. A pleading voice from behind a door up ahead.
“Make it stop, make it stop…”
Orlando peeked at the window in the first door, finding an empty room, but in the next… a woman with a shaved head, wearing just a patient smock. Indeterminate age, gaunt features, haunted eyes.
She had a crayon in her hand, red, and had apparently been using it as a lipstick and makeup applicator, giving her face a Joker-like makeover. Orlando was about to move on when he saw on the walls behind her, flickering in the overhead radiance, his name, ORLANDO, written over and over.
Her red lips parted wide, displaying crimson-stained teeth.
“Waiting for you. Waitingforyou…”
His flesh crawled, and suddenly, seemingly without even rising, she was up and at the other side of the door, face pressed to the glass. The crayon coloration smeared on the pane as she screamed, “We’re all waiting!!”
He backed away, then moved on, quickly. Flinched as he passed the next door. Something thudded hard on the other side. The shock pushed him to the opposite side of the hallway, to a larger door — and a keycard reader.
A short distance away, a plump woman in a lab coat rounded the darkened corner. She was absently pulling out her hair and mumbling to herself. She saw Orlando, then retreated into the shadows.
“Hey…” He croaked. He wanted answers, needed to know what was happening here. And where ‘here’ even was, but something (besides the flashing lights) shouted a warning.
Get somewhere safe first.
This door had no window but did have a sign: ADMINISTRATION-LEVEL 4.
Let’s hope wrist-slasher has access.
He scanned the card… and the door whisked open, admitting him to a large control center with several workstations and a whole lot of flat screen monitors. A little brighter in here, and antiseptic. The only thing out of place next to the server banks, computers and peripheral equipment was a calendar with a cuddly pair of kittens on the nearest cube wall.
Otherwise, empty.
The screens showed various levels of the facility: hallways and rooms, and larger warehouse areas, a loading bay and an outdoor driveway leading up what looked like a hillside entrance. One screen was just set on CNN.
He stepped in as the door eased shut behind him. He didn’t see the movement on the upper right monitor, where a door on the hall he had just explored opened and a blurry shape, long haired and clown-ish, slid out.
Caught up in the images on the news, he reached for a remote, pointed it at the CNN screen and increased the volume. The banner read: Dangerous visions and psychic phenomena sweep the globe.
He stared, open mouthed at the scenes of rioting, looting, of hospitals overflooding, and then watched as doctors and scientists struggled to talk coherently, at a loss to explain the mass-introduction of what seemed to be waking dreams. Hallucinations, visions, some impossibly true, others fantastic and frightening. As if the floodgates had opened and everyone’s brains were just exploding with sensory overload.
He shook his head and pulled his thoughts back. To the present, to Caleb, Phoebe… where were they? Last he knew they were fleeing the crackdown at Stargate, the roundup that led to his imprisonment and experimentation down here. To them doing god-knows-what to him.
But you know, don’t you?
He knew what they’d done to him. Knew what he’d become. An ideal candidate, they’d described him. They allowed him, in that astral-Matrix-like state, to access the prior histories, the other ‘candidates’, the other Custodians.
I was one of them…
And, he groaned, doubling over with a massive, sudden headache, I still remember.
The twins! Alaska, the journey beyond the veil, the punching through reality to the information hub, or whatever the hell that was.
He shook his head, and again looked at the screen, where they were displaying the White House on a split screen with a scene from the streets of Paris. Crowds in both views, and another voice, this time shaky and slow, as if drugged.
“…awaiting word from the President, or his aides if he’s not yet able to speak. We are hearing indications that there are some who are fighting off these symptoms through use of meditation, yoga and in some cases, medicine. Although we are not encouraging the use of drugs or alcohol, apparently many are finding solace in the blurring of consciousness, or sleep…”
Orlando muted the channel. Pulled up a chair. He had to sit, focus and meditate. Wished he had a pad of paper or his trusty graphics tablet. First though, he scanned for a communications system. A phone, anything. Found the monitor showing the hallway outside, thinking, I should have checked for the dead guy’s cell phone.
Then he saw the laptop right here, already opened and logged in.
Google phone time…
Found an outside site, remembered her cell number despite it only being on his contact/speed dial list, and phoned a friend. He hoped she’d pick up, even not recognizing the number — which she never did. It took almost a half a minute to connect, and he was surprised finally when it did.
Phoebe answered on the second ring.
“Who’s this?” Her voice, frazzled, weary and cautious.
“Honey, it’s me.”
“Oh, thank God! Do you know where you are? I’ve been remote-searching, but all I get is a view of an airport hangar, and a field and clouds and snow. I have an idea, I know it’s familiar…”
“Well, I’m in some kind of facility. Maybe underground. No windows, nothing, but…”
Xavier’s voice cracked through, and he knew was on speakerphone. “Have him look for a code number on any installation files, there’s usually something…”
“I’ll find it,” Orlando said, nodding and looking around. “All I know is some weird shit going on here, like Stranger Things experiments, but even worse.”
“Well, you’re not at the Montauk Facility,” Phoebe offered. “Cuz we just… ah… blew that up, and you’d be nuclear-fried toast right now.”
“Oh. So…” He checked the news screen again, and again — scenes of chaos coming in on smart phones and YouTube and other feeds, from all over the world. And then, a night scene where someone filmed a strange glowing light flickering in the sky like a scattered aurora.
Orlando received a flash, an insight to a question his mind just asked:
Caleb seated in a familiar exotic chair. A green tablet in its favored slot, and energy pours out from him, from the chair, and then — from monuments and exotic ancient locations around the world, pooling up against an invisible spherical barrier in the atmosphere where it forms a sort of…
“Shield?”
A sputtering silence, and then: “Yes, can you sense it?”
“Something, yeah. What the hell? Did that — was that what caused all this? Everyone’s gone gonzo-psychic? I’m watching the news.”
“Yeah.” Caleb’s voice, in a familiar tone of stunned guilt. He’s heard it before. Gone was the confidence of late. He’s been knocked down to the bottom rung, Orlando thought, starting again as if before the door to the Pharos for the first time.
This was his fault. Tricked, duped by…
It didn’t matter. Custodian, rival psychic, government spook. It was all the same.
Them and Us.
“Listen,” Phoebe called, her voice panicking. “We’re trying to fix things here, and there’s a way, we’re sure of it, but first. The twins, I can’t sense them!”
Orlando sat and leaned forward, hunched over the keyboard; he closed his eyes, trying to see his little boy and girl again. The cabin, the aurora…
“They’re alone,” he whispered. “I was with them.”
“You were?”
“In… a way. I can’t quite explain it. Wouldn’t believe me, but I was there. Astrally. Almost like what Xavier has done before.”
“Projection?” He asked.
“More than that.” Custodian, he wanted to say but didn’t want to open that can of quantum worm food just yet.
“We have to get to them!”
“I could, if I can get the hell out of here. And if there are planes up there, as you say…”
“You focus on escaping,” she ordered. “I’ll get to them. We’re here with Edgerrin. He’s got some pilots that aren’t so… affected. I’ll go.”
“Outside of Nome, Alaska. A cabin, remote, in a valley, with a…” He tried to picture it again. “Long winding road along the way to it, a cliffside where several army Humvees went over…”
“That should be enough for us to RV it. Trust me, hon, I’ll get to them. You stay safe.”
“And dear, something I need to tell you about our kids.” He took a breath, and again relived a glimpse of their golden-hued, data-centric forms in the Beyond-realm, among all those quantum bits of pure energy-information. “They’re special. I know all parents like to think that, but these kids? Holy shit, what they can do! What they know right now… They may be the key to saving this cluster-F from getting even worse.”
He checked the screen.
“If that’s even possible. Oh, and Caleb?”
“Yeah, buddy?”
“While I was… projecting, I found myself… well, shit you won’t believe it. Akashic Record much?”
“You did what?”
“Yeah, I was there, at the Library of all Libraries. And man, anything and everything. Holographic card catalog system of the Gods is all I can say, I was right there before these yahoos reeled me back in and—”
But that’s when, looking at the monitor, which turned to a darkened night sky scene, Orlando saw the reflection in the glass:
His, and another’s.
The connection terminated as the laptop went flying across the room and shattered.
Orlando screamed.
The door behind him hadn’t closed fast enough, and the occupant of that first experimentation cell had freed herself and now stood, red crayon makeup and all, a horrifying joker-like smile under crazed, wildly excited eyes.
Right behind him.
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Nan Madol
As the dawn spread and the shadows of the massive walls and inner constructs retreated, Nina took the measure of the situation.
Three kids, one of them her own, but all of them under her care and never had she felt so vulnerable. So responsible. Recklessness was never a tool in her arsenal, but up until now she would take chances, act impulsively and occasionally throw caution to the wind on her missions of stealth, murder or espionage. She knew she could take care of herself in any situation, if she had it all planned out. Especially if she had the added cheat of some psychic help scouting out the outcome in advance.
But her current predicament as caretaker for the youth was uncharted territory; the fact that their mission might well decide the fate of the world had her all but paralyzed. She had her doubts about this objective from the get-go, and splitting up the team was never a clever idea when faced with adversaries like Custodians or psychics that could send out false images.
Having Aria here was a small comfort at least; Nina had hoped that her ability to shield their location from other psychics using her ‘Blue Screen’ of safety or whatever it was, would be enough, but something told her that their enemies had other means of tracking them. Maybe Nina hadn’t been as careful with the travel arrangements, using Xavier’s old network of pilots and bribed officials. Their enemies were omnipresent, and Xavier’s connections had obviously diminished with the psychic purge and his incarceration.
Now this — something else had afflicted their guide, made him psychic?
And now Alexander, normally gung-ho to get into gear and go treasure diving, was the one advocating restraint.
“We need to find out what’s happened. Everyone stop and focus. See the answer…” He met everyone’s eyes in turn, as the bugs circled around lazily, as Nina waded out of the canal, careful to avoid the urchins. Further out, she noticed a stingray extracting itself from the muck and gliding away.
“What’s the question?” Jacob asked, a slight mocking tone she knew so well. It had never made her as annoyed as right now.
Aria cleared her throat and glanced back to the boat. “What drove our guide nuts?”
“Yeah,” Alexander said. “That question will do.” He lowered his head. Without seeking it, Aria’s hand found his. She reached out and took Jacob’s in her other hand. The two boys looked at each other with some concern, and then at their free hands.
“Oh, for God’s sake,” Nina exhaled and stepped between them. She took each hand and completed the circle. “It’ll work better if I’m in the loop anyway.”
Her latent power had always facilitated other psychics — like Caleb before that first fateful dive to find the Pharos treasure. She was a catalyst, supercharging and focusing their talents, and that power didn’t fail her here.
Although she didn’t focus as much as she wanted, she got glimpses as well of something incredible. Something massive.
Something global.
And of course, at the center of it all was…
Caleb!
Aria shouted it. Alexander gasped about the same time.
Jacob squirmed and clenched her hand, almost as hard as Alexander was squeezing it.
“He’s activated another Tablet.”
“How is that possible?” Alexander asked. “One was destroyed and we’re going after the only other one…”
“Different somehow,” Aria said, frowning and squeezing her eyes.
“Another dimension?” Alexander almost whispered it. “I see a portal, and a buildup of energy…”
“Two beings in combat, their struggles about to set off a…”
“Nuclear explosion.” Jacob shook his head and tried to break away. “Whatever apocalyptic shit we just saw, it doesn’t really help us. We’re getting off target. All that happened but doesn’t answer the question. Why did our guide go all ape-shit?”
Nina was proud of her son in that moment. Despite obvious concern over what happened to their father in the explosion, he was sticking to the original crucial question, to their immediate situation.
“I see it,” Alexander said, his voice cracking in fear and concern. Fighting it himself, trying to stay in the vision.
Nina squeezed his hand back, harder, and willed the talent to be unleashed, to flood his mind and take shape.
“I’m seeing pyramids. Megaliths around the world. Energy sources from the ancient civilizations.”
“Yes,” Jacob said, complementing or sharing in the vision. “Beams of energy launched into the atmosphere, creating…”
“A shield.”
Nina now saw it as well: a luminescent sphere around the earth, sparkling and resonating, vibrating with power.
A shield. Protective and yet…
“It’s causing a change,” Alexander whispered. “Emitting electromagnetic wave patterns. Interfering with our brains. Or activating areas in those that aren’t like us already?”
“All around the earth…” Jacob said.
“Everyone turning psychic.”
Aria gasped. “Oh my god.”
“I see…” Jacob tried to pull his hand free, but Nina held it fast.
Finish it.
“…riots. Suicides.”
“Fighting, accusing, everyone. It’s too much to handle.”
Nina let go.
The four of them looked at each other in awe.
Nina was the first to say it. “I don’t know if that’s changed our mission, but it seems we’re here. And securing another of those most powerful artifacts can’t be a bad thing.”
“Let’s try the sat-phone again?” Alexander asked. “We have to see if they’re ok.”
Nina shook her head. “We can’t reach anyone out here. No reception earlier, and worse here. Something about the latent energy of the site.” She held out her phone, changing to the compass app, which was spinning around aimlessly, unable to find true North.
They had lost all contact late last night before they landed — and now Nina knew why. Probably grid overloaded, or intentional sabotage, or any number of things as chaos reigned around the planet.
“No, and we definitely can’t now.” Aria spoke breathlessly, turning toward the north, toward a buzzing sound in the distance.
“Why not?” Alexander asked, but never got that answer from her.
Jacob cursed. “Helicopters. Coming fast.”
* * *
Damn.
Nina pushed them toward the center of the island, toward the larger structures and open doorways, tempting with ancient secrets and whispering sounds. She gathered their gear and followed.
“We’ve got no choice now. Won’t make it out of here on the boat. Have to blow the boulder and get down there…”
Jacob met his mother’s look in a backwards glance.
“Or we could stay and fight.”
“Oh shit.” Alexander stood by a well-shaped aperture in the center of the courtyard. Fruit bats scattered from the mangroves and lizards scurried out of the sunlight. The others joined Alexander and looked down.
“Oh.” Nina hefted her bag, weighing the weapons and the explosives. Her vision followed the beam of light Aria played over the monstrous block below.
The pit wasn’t so much a direct drop as it was a leveling-off, and then it tunneled at an angle, but that’s where the huge boulder had been wedged, with barely any pockets around it that hadn’t already been overgrown with vines or filled in with dirt and debris.
Damn. “We blow that boulder, and the earth above it collapses.”
She scanned the area ahead, envisioning the path of the tunnel, but then remembered the map.
Alexander had it out and was tracing the line on the faxed diagram Victoria’s group had sent over. Crude and spotty, it was surprisingly accurate — at least in consideration of the major structures nearby. But the line representing the tunnel carried straight some distance, and under the next immense wall, which would surely collapse after any imprecise explosion, or worse, hold only until they attempted to traverse below a weakened support.
“Can’t risk it,” she said. “Got to be another way. Let me see that map.”
Alexander was about to hand it over when he took another look, then held it to the sun, tracing the tunnel. He looked up, and then scampered around some brush and coral outcroppings and moved toward the boundary of Nan Dowas, where the bay encroached, scintillating with the rising sun. Then he looked in the other direction, to the western walls where a lone palm tree, tall and bent, stood like a silent marker.
From behind them came the sound of the helicopters, louder and louder.
“Hurry up, kid.” Nina was already scouting out defensible positions, as they would have to make their stand here.
“The tunnel, it travels far in that direction, and I think, leads under the bay, by the way it’s drawn.”
“So, we jump in the bay, and scuba back and try to find it?” Jacob frowned and looked back the opposite direction.
“No,” Alexander said. “We are going to suit up and go under, but not in the bay. It’s under the silt and the reef where we have to go. An underwater city — which is right where the natives said it was, but the Japanese and Germans never found it because it had been swallowed up and sent so deep into the bay during the last cataclysm.”
Jacob groaned. “Then what are we talking about? How are we going to—”
Alexander pointed now, around the edge of Nan Dawas, past the line of sight of the walled wreckage, at a straight line following the canals, to the next distant walled area and impressive inlet.
He had the guide’s map now in his hand and was tapping one area. “Dorang Island. It’s got an artificial lake in the center. Ceremonial and sacred to the Salenudeur people who supposedly built this city. But more importantly…”
He turned to Aria first, grinning and couldn’t help thinking that he sounded a hell of a lot like his father right now. “More importantly, they tracked an underwater tunnel that leads from the lake to the reef.”
He started off, fast, urging them on.
Nina followed, shaking her head and slinging the bag over her shoulder. “Best lead we’ve got, and I’d rather not be sitting ducks for airborne attack. Leave the boat and run!”
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New York City
Caleb entered the Masonic Library and Museum on the 14th floor after reverently acknowledging the large painting on the left side of the double glass doors: a master-mason with his tools of trade; more symbols in the background, but Caleb didn’t have time to linger.
Inside, the somber lights sprang on with his presence and he had a moment of déjà vu: back in the Library Vault under the Pharos Lighthouse.
The torches lighting with the opening of the door, as if welcoming returning masters.
Book shelves lined the walls, and the upper level hinted at more mysteries and tomes to be explored. Glass cases held artifacts, letters, maps and drawings from the New York chapter as well as earlier, harkening to a history maybe no longer so secret.
Cases displayed early Masonic gear and symbols: an ancient-looking trowel and hammer, a weathered weave apron, badges and pins representing the stages of membership in the order. Gavels and gauges. Necklaces and robes…
A full-length tracing board depicted the symbols and emblems tracking the Masonic degrees. Caleb studied the lunar and solar images, the hammer and the stars, the three pillars and the symbols. Although not a full-fledged member, he bet his knowledge could at least rival that of all but the highest order members.
He paused at a framed facsimile of the Processus Contra Templarios, a depiction of trials against Templars in 1308, a sweeping roundup and subsequent violent persecution of dozens of high ranking members. The vehemence in the proceeding, captured in the artwork, made Caleb cringe to think of the similarity to recent events: the purge of his team and other psychics.
Around a corner, he passed a grandfather clock — the source of the rhythmic ticking he’d been hearing, and he recalled that this particular artifact had stood in the Masonic lodge in Yorktown, counting the same beats and presiding over the surrender of General Cornwallis in 1781.
Surrounded by all this history, Caleb let his mind free.
Let it wander and soak in the ambience. The soothing lights glinted off the glass, sparkling off the ceremonial pitchers used at banquet celebrations down through the ages, highlighting the spines of so many, many books packed together, waiting to disseminate their arcane knowledge.
Absently, he walked through the displays and past the exhibits, to a window overlooking the city streets and the river to the east. He had to prepare to speak to the world, with Edgerrin preparing the broadcast now, and working with the few techs that could still function, in order to get it the exposure it would need. Caleb hoped he knew the right methods and sites to use. Social media, for what it was worth, was so ingrained in the population that it alone, perhaps, had the power to cut through all this other noise in peoples’ heads.
As these thoughts were percolating, other influences were tugging at his attention. Fleeting images and hints of visionary experiences waiting in the wings:
An arctic wasteland.
A sharply-angled mountain of ice.
A cave entrance, with crimson light flickering from the shadows, behind the swirling snow.
An outline of a broad-shouldered man, all in red, with some kind of helmet, wielding a sword.
A production plant, high in the mountains, smokestacks kicking up clouds of thick smoke beside an impossibly wide and blue lake.
And a tree, glowing and dazzling, its branches and leaves too bright to see, with vines sweeping about, swaying hungrily like the eldritch tentacles of some Lovecraftian entity.
“Mr. Crowe!”
He blinked and spun, startled.
An agent, out of breath, holding his side. “They need you. The room… with the altar thing…”
“The Ceremony Chamber.” Caleb moved quickly. “What is it?”
“They’ve got the video feeds working, but first, they hooked up with the Stargate team in Georgetown. They have something urgent.”
He brushed by the agent and ran for the stairs, where he saw another man by the elevator holding it for him.
That’s service, he thought, but he had been looking forward to the easier descent, along the intricately-carved bannisters where he could observe the hidden designs and images on each floor.
Well, at least it saves me some exercise.
* * *
Back in the Ceremonial Room, the agents had set up more equipment. The indigo shades had darkened with the Sun’s descent outside, and there was a bustle of activity. Xavier was still on a couch, in the corner, in the shadows behind a large pillar that looked like it belonged in an Egyptian temple four thousand years ago. Diana seemed to have recovered slightly. She sat by his side holding his hand, but still looked shaken and pale.
In front of the 50-inch main terminal screen, stood Phoebe. Caleb saw she had put on her sweatshirt and had a duffel bag packed with supplies by her side. Must’ve seen something…
Caleb stumbled over some wires and quickly moved to her. On the screen he saw a woman he had never met but recognized her from her file — a recruit who had been duped by Boris Zeller a few weeks earlier. Orlando and Phoebe had sensed talent in Victoria Belarus, and now here she was, fulfilling their expectations, and more. She had already provided leadership and analysis that pinpointed the second Emerald Tablet’s location and had sent Nina, Alexander, Jacob and Aria to Nan Madol.
Bloodshot eyes and her hair pulled back in an irreverent, stringy pony tail, Victoria looked up at the camera at her end — a church in Georgetown — and noticed Caleb. She gave a slight bow of respect, then moved sideways so the camera could capture the room, and the table behind her, with some half-dozen or more psychics hard at work.
Caleb could tell the look, and he recognized the effort. The papers, the shredded pads and pencils worn down to nubs. Empty pizza boxes and crusts… But he didn’t have much time to acknowledge the work being done. Victoria was not only all business, but urgent business at that.
“What have you got?” Caleb asked, not wasting time. “And sorry if you have to repeat anything.”
“We just started,” Phoebe said. “I was on my way to fly out of here. I know where Orlando is… or actually, where he’s going.” She met his concerned look, full of questions — about his well-being, and the status of the twins — but she wasn’t going to elaborate just now.
Which told Caleb this was something big.
“The recruits… No longer recruits, got a hit on the pharmaceuticals.”
“Tell me.”
Victoria cleared her throat, then turned back around, holding up a few sheets of paper. She displayed the hastily-drawn sketches quickly as she talked. Describing a mountain range, likely in South America. A strange fortress-like grouping of giant stones, and a huge placid lake, beside which a modern building had been drawn with smokestacks and trucks beside it. One picture in particular, caught Caleb’s eye.
“I know that.”
“Thought you might,” Phoebe said, a little muffled. “But so do they…”
“The Gate of the Sun,” Victoria said. “Curt here recognized it from some Alien show on TV.”
Caleb suppressed a laugh. “So that plant, it’s producing the prescription drugs?”
“Owned by Eli Lily, we got that much.” Victoria scrambled for a sketch of a Lily. “I’m guessing someone over there can verify all this with the FDA, or we can check Lily’s list of drugs.”
“Why there?” Phoebe asked. “And why just that drug?”
“We also saw a man in red,” Victoria added. “Not sure if it’s just symbolic of a Japanese connection or something, but he’s dressed like a samurai and he’s overseeing the plant.”
Caleb scratched the back of his neck. Something about that picture she just showed him made him more than uneasy. “Wait, what’s around his neck?” He wanted to enlarge the view, but she did it for him, bringing the picture closer.
“It’s green,” he said. “And shaped… like a teardrop.”
His heart skipped a beat.
“Yeah,” Victoria said. “I focused on it a long time. And here’s where it got strange. I saw images coinciding — or conflicting — with our first objective.”
“The Emerald Tablet? Nan Madol?”
“Both,” she said after a hesitation. “I don’t know though, this is still new to me. To us. It could just be residual focus. OCD or something.”
“I don’t know.” Caleb had moved closer, and was now right up to the screen, tapping it. “I feel — and fear — your first instinct may have been right. And this…”
He felt a chill run up and then back down his spine.
“…it’s connected to the drugs. To the Tablet, to what’s happening and more.”
A cry from behind them.
Xavier groaned and tried to sit up, with Diana’s help.
“Missiles!” he shouted. “Coming. Soon, can’t stop them. Can’t…”
Diana stifled a cry herself as she was holding him. Her voice was high-pitched and full of terror. “I just saw it too! Cities burning. Mushroom clouds, oh my god…”
What the hell?
“Jesus,” Phoebe whispered. “Are we going from mass hysteria to full scale war?”
Caleb turned his attention to the screen on the right, which had been set up to view the bunker under the White House. The President was there, but pacing, the screen a little jumbled with movement and activity of others in the cabinet, and aides and military agents trying to hold the peace.
“Something’s so wrong…”
“Besides Xavier’s plague of imminent destruction scenarios?” Phoebe asked. “And medical drugs that might… what block the psychic powers, but turn the takers crazy?”
“No,” Caleb said, turning back to Victoria’s screen and pointing a trembling finger. “Not turn them crazy.”
“Then what?”
His eyes went wide as he turned back to the other screen and saw the President stop pacing, turn and face him.
“Damn I hate when I’m right.”
“Which is all the damn time,” Phoebe said. “What now?”
“It’s not turning them crazy, it’s a means of control.”
“Control?”
“The tablet — or that gem in this case. Similar to a certain artifact central to ancient Imperial Japan.” He took a deep breath, fearing—knowing— he was on the right path. “Worn as a necklace, it supposedly granted the rulers throughout history a means of control of their people.”
“Control?”
He turned to her.
“Through Possession.”
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Xavier tried again and again to pull himself from the cycle of visual agony.
Death, on a massive scale. Not just his, but so many countless souls. Millions. Billions. A culling of the weak — or a ridding of the strong, he couldn’t tell. Just wiping the slate, making room from others.
This wasn’t annihilation. Just eradication and elimination.
A man in red.
Samurai.
Crimson garb, except for a touch of something sparkling and green around his neck. A power no one should have.
A command of the world’s armaments.
“Firing them at each other,” he mumbled in his half-crazed, fevered dream. Dimly aware of someone’s soft hands on him, trying to soothe him even though she herself was in the throes of her own psychic onslaught.
“X, it’s me. Diana…” Softer, a warm breath on his lips. “Let me help you.”
He blinked and blinked and shook his head, and still the visions clung like stubborn ants to the bottom of a shovel.
Suddenly Caleb’s voice cut through the din of explosions and screams in his head. “Diana! Agents, get him to the Star Chamber. I have a feeling something about that room will calm both of you, clear your heads. And Xavier?”
He tried so hard to focus. Heard his name, the urgency in his voice.
“We need you, now. As fast you can, focus on the Cuzco region of Peru, a man sometimes associated with a red samurai suit.”
“Huh…?”
“Break his control. Get into his head!”
Before Xavier could even ask one of a dozen muddled questions that order brought up, he was whisked to his feet, along with Diana, and ushered to the door.
Stumbling through the halls, smelling the fragrance of pine and mahogany, of old books and candles older still, he had flashes of ceremonies beyond these walls: of hooded men chanting; others lying amidst flickering torches and runic letters.
Before he could process these flashes, he felt a rush of cool air, found himself in a darkened room and saw what at first appeared to be a night sky.
“Stars on the ceiling,” Diana said, marvel in her voice, which sounded calmer already, and then he could see it: large panels set in the arched ceiling, appearing like windows to the night sky, even though it was daytime outside. A Maxfield Parish blue with calming stars. Two circular chandeliers, dazzling and beautiful, hung from the beams.
Concentrate.
Hands on his face, gentle fingers massaging his temples. Soft hair falling over the stars.
“Concentrate,” she said, “and let me help…”
Something passed between them, even before her lips found his. A sharing of thoughts and memories. A vibrational transfer of psychic energy maybe, but it was profound, and Xavier felt for a moment a release of the dread and absolute terror that had covered him like a shroud since the Long Island experience.
“I can see it,” she whispered.
“What?”
“Everything.”
He struggled, felt uncomfortable like being at a doctor’s office with an inexperienced nurse trainee jabbing at a vein to extract blood. It was working, but not so elegantly.
“I’m sorry,” he said. Again. “I should be the one to do this.”
“You can’t, and now I know why. See why you’ve struggled.”
Her eyes found his, and before her lips grazed his again, he had a moment flashing back to Nina, to her warmth; to nights she seduced him, or she let him think he won her over. She was the same, but more skilled at this extraction of visions, and he knew Diana could sense it.
She knew.
Knew everything. He felt it in her kiss — breaking away momentarily, a twinge of jealousy, and she had to be seeing and feeling so much right now. Overload. If she hadn’t already accessed his memories or seen his past. Their past.
“I’m sorry,” he tried to say again, but in the midst of this sharing, this ultimate melding of minds, it sounded completely hollow and unnecessary. What happened had happened. There was nothing to feel guilty about, although…
She knew his darker secrets as well, and he felt them extracted from his psychic reservoir and filling her mind.
The worse things that had made him cringe.
The theft of the Emerald Tablet from under Caleb’s nose; outwitting his traps and stealing it — only to have unforeseen consequences. The fire, Lydia burning to death and poor Alexander having to watch helplessly.
Xavier’s heart felt caught in a vise.
There were things to atone for. Other things he tried desperately to keep from her.
But maybe, just maybe, Diana with her lips pressed against his and her gentle fingers pressing against his chest, could understand. Like no other, she shared his mind, knowing his motivations, if not his methods, were pure.
Maybe, just maybe, sharing his past and his anguish would allow her to overcome her own psychic onslaught and give her the perspective she needed to see past it all, to gain control as he had done through years of practice. And maybe…
They had to hurry.
…she would push it all aside, concentrate on the objective and give them a chance.
“I see it,” she whispered.
“What?”
“The President. But not him, there’s a man…”
Xavier got a glimpse of it too. Sharing her mind sharing his vision.
A man in red. Horned helmet and a shadow over his face.
Her soothing voice, now tinged with excitement. Like a stargate recruit in the zone, understanding she was seeing her first successful objective. “The lake, the mountain range, from high above. I know it.”
She gripped his arm tighter, and her breath spilled out cool and almost frosty, as if she were there, at a great height soaring over the land.
“The Andes. Peru. Cuzco and Lake Titicaca. I see…”
“Smokestacks,” Xavier repeated, breathing in the same crisp air, tinged now with the scent of pollution. “A factory, and a walled compound. Trucks and cannisters and convoys ready to depart. Where is he?”
“Inside.” She pressed her cold cheek against his and whispered in his ear. “See it?”
He did.
Intense security on the lowest level, once past the manufacturing floor, the vats and the powders and the pill production lines. So many locals working in cramped conditions packaging and counting and sealing bottles. Retina scan and handprint access to the elevator. A long descent. Another floor. Guards with AK-47s before the door to a circular room with a vault door that cannot stop their sight.
Something in the center of the dimly lit chamber. Tubes and wires feeding an upright tank, backlit by somber lights the color of amethyst. The nude man inside, floating calmly.
Something around his neck, glittering a fierce jade.
“Found him,” both Diana and Xavier said in unison, as the image of a red samurai suit mounted on a mannequin remained in their vision, not far behind the tank.
“Tell Caleb,” Xavier whispered in her other ear, just before he moved his lips around to hers. “I’ve got this, but he has to be ready for consequences.”
“What are you going to do?” came the question back, but Xavier was already gone.
His body slumped back in her arms as his spirit fled, racing across time and space, ascending and descending, feeling the whirling atoms (or bits and bytes) of the universe hurtling by as consciousness drove matter — and overcame its restrictions.
A yard or two thousand miles made no difference.
Locked doors, hundreds of feet of bedrock, armed guards and vault doors made no difference.
He was there.
Gliding across the chamber, drawn to the emerald glow.
Focus.
The man in the tank was an empty shell, his own consciousness projected elsewhere, taking over the most powerful man in the world, ready to launch hell upon the globe.
And this was how Xavier would stop him.
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Caleb prayed he was wrong, but he knew — as Phoebe reminded him — unfortunately he was rarely wrong.
He watched the screen as Xavier left the room, hoping he could pull it together and do what only he could do. He wished he had some of that power, as his father had, or some trace of what the Custodians could do. For whatever reason, everyone had their own specific gifts, and maybe like any talent or skill, the psychic mind compensated and focused on the things it did best.
In Caleb’s case… well, he still wasn’t sure, but this — he had a feeling in this case, his powers weren’t needed. Something else was called for desperately.
Leadership.
And guile, if he had learned any of that throughout his last few missions. Against Mason Calderon, Boris Zeller, Robert Gregory and even George Waxman. All expert manipulators and deft con men capable of getting the ends to their satisfaction despite the means.
In this case he had to act fast, or the world would never be the same.
He made sure the speaker connection to the White House Command Bunker was active, and then made sure he still had the President’s attention. Fortunate that it was, he — whoever it was occupying the leader’s mind — still wanted to gloat or play the game a little longer.
Buy time for Xavier.
Also…
He had his phone out, to his side and outside of view. Direct patch to the secure sat-link to Edgerrin. Texting as he talked: 25th Amendment… Pres not Pres, none safe save X
“Mr. President, I assume you know who I am?”
The man the entire world had come to know, love or hate him, smiled back. A smile of a wolf patiently awaiting his meal to stop suffering and just die.
“The one and only. The master mystic himself. The lord of locating, the historian with the histrionics. The savior of the lost books and the… murderer of keepers.”
The last cut hard, and whatever doubts Caleb had were gone with the wound to his heart, with the taste of Lydia, with the flash of her eyes, the color of emerald.
He steeled himself, moved closer to the camera, to the screen, eye to eye.
“What do you want?”
* * *
The smile never faltered. The gaze held — and Caleb didn’t care. Let him gloat. Let him linger on his success at possessing the one man who could end the world with a button. The more time he wastes, the more time for us to find him.
Cocky bastard.
“I want what you want, Caleb.”
He stepped back. Took a breath. Felt the air of this sacred and mysterious place weighing on him. Not even a member, at this moment he still felt like the champion of the Masonic Order — and all of humanity’s future.
“You know me that well?”
The President grinned. “I do. I knew your father, too. And you know what they say about falling apples and trees.”
That shook Caleb. “How did you know him?” How old was this guy for real?
“In another life,” was his only response, but he said it in such a way that Caleb felt it was a clue.
“You know, Mr. Crowe. You and your team, you’re special no longer, now that your little stunt decimated the protection humans have had for so long.”
“Protection?”
“From themselves. From each other. From…” He stepped back and spread his arms. “…from everything. And I mean everything, with a great big capital E.”
Caleb smiled back. “Yeah, well, we’re working on fixing that. Did it affect you too? Or were you already like us?” Had to be careful. How much did he know? How much could he ‘see’? Everything was in question now, everything fair game.
He wished he had Aria here, or the ancient sphere at this moment. Some protection against outside scrying. He felt so vulnerable. The sphere was with the twins, and maybe they would get it back soon, but there was no help in that direction right now.
“I don’t need the gifts you have, Caleb, and I am outside of the impact. Myself — and my brethren… you’ll meet them soon. We have a different skill-set. A long, long history of knowledge.” He grinned wide. “You remember that, don’t you Caleb? The true treasure you’ve sought all your life, whether it lay hidden in a vault under the Pharos Lighthouse, in a subterranean mausoleum, or under the red sands of Mars. You and me? We want the same thing.”
Caleb’s mouth started to go dry. He wanted a drink, but not just water. Not the way this talk was going.
“Wisdom?”
The President’s teeth flashed. “In abundance.”
“So, we both want to give wisdom to the masses?”
The smile expanded, and something like jade stones flashed behind his pupils. “Just like Prometheus himself.”
“Explain.” Got to keep him talking.
“You know the comparison is perfect. The god who—”
“Titan,” Caleb corrected.
A smirk of annoyance, then the President continued. “The Titan who risked it all and stole the gift of fire from the Gods. He flew down here to enlighten us poor sods living in the cold and the dark.”
Caleb weighed his words, aware of his sister watching him carefully, the dust settling along shafts of dying sunlight through the indigo shades. Aware of the buzz on his phone, Edgerrin replying; the sounds of traffic below. Horns and sirens. He noted movement behind the President. Secret service agents checking their earpieces and glancing at each other and the VP, who was standing to the side, holding his head and shaking still under his own flood of visions.
“So, you’re a near-god. A benefactor of mankind?” Caleb cocked his head. “I could be on board with that. So why the missiles, why go all annihilation on us when you claim to be in such a giving mood?”
The President shrugged and stepped back toward the desk and toward the console with the key, and a button, and Caleb feared — the firing sequence already prepared as a result of the DefCon advancement and the evacuation to the bunker.
“Really, Caleb, you must know, the subject so near and dear to you and Dad’s heart — too much has changed since the time of the Titans. Overpopulation, resource depletion, viruses and famine beyond control, and…”
“The Renaissance, modern science and the Space Program, the human genome mapping, the CDC and the universal library…”
“Blown to bits, if I recall.”
Caleb glared at him. “Not your doing? Or your ‘brethren’s’? Who the hell are you people anyway?”
“The good guys,” he said. “If you look at it right. We owe you, Caleb, and your Keepers. And Stargate. You held off the forces of darkness. You destroyed the jealous descendants of Marduk and the warriors of ignorance. You and I, we seek the truth, we seek the gift that had once been bestowed on God’s creation, before the Expulsion.”
Caleb narrowed his eyes, sensing his adversary was waiting for him to catch up. “Now we’re talking about Genesis and the Garden. The Tree—”
“The Tree of Life!” A huge smile as he reached back, toward the button. “Knowledge and all its power. Ultimate knowledge. Not just this…” He waved his free hand. “What you unleashed by removing everyone’s psychic blinders.”
He had to keep stalling. “What about the serpent?”
The President paused. “You must know the truth about that.”
“The theory, only. It was a story, a legend, but the snake represented the forces that wanted man to share in the ultimate wisdom of his Creator. And later forces of darkness, corrupting the Church and all religious teachings, twisted the facts and painted the snake as the Devil, and the knowledge from the Tree as Evil. It’s what got us kicked out of paradise, after all.”
“Exactly,” the President said, reaching back, even as guns were drawn.
They’re not going to stop him, Caleb thought. And for a moment, just a moment, he didn’t want them to. His words were contagious, his meaning clear. They were on the same page.
“It’s what you always wanted, Caleb. And I have the Key. Actually, the Keys…”
For another moment, he thought he was referring to the nuclear launch keys but realized that wasn’t the case.
“The gates will soon be open, and I will walk — with whoever I choose worthy — to the base of that wondrous tree, and I will take and eat of its fruit.”
He smiled, and his eyes shone, and in them Caleb could see a glimpse of the future, of that man in Red, lording over a decimated earth, sailing over it in a domed city, some kind of Elysium, full of green and waterfalls and floating transports, while the irradiated slaves toiled and scavenged below amidst the blasted sands and crumbling buildings.
Whatever else this madman might be, he had to be stopped. Caleb glanced at Phoebe, at the other agents here, at the ones in the bunker…
They wouldn’t make it in time, and who knew if they would hesitate, overrule their training on the say-so of someone like Edgerrin, whatever his NSA clearance or credentials. It was too late, and the man behind the President’s eyes knew it.
“This is the only way,” he said, and reached for the button…
* * *
The President never made it there. An inch before his finger touched he suddenly slumped, gagging, and both hands went to his throat — where an eruption of water came gushing out his mouth and nose. It sprayed over the camera, blurring the scene for a moment.
Caleb and Phoebe rushed forward, trying to see. They heard screams and guttural cries. Then gunshots. One after another. Flashes of light, and then…
Silence.
The water dripped away, leaving a blurry scene.
The President was down, and so was another agent.
Three men in suits stood over the downed agent while another bent over the President. He was still coughing, spurting up more water or bile.
“Help him!” the VP shouted, finally rousing himself and getting to his feet. But all of a sudden, his face contorted, he doubled over, spat up some liquid himself, then glared a vile glare at the camera.
His face was a mask of fear and fury. Like he was in a battle with someone other than himself. His body lurched for the control panel, for the switch, even as the agents changed their focus.
“Stop him!” Caleb yelled. Dear god he switched bodies!
An agent stepped in his way. “Sir, you can’t—”
Struggling to get past, to get to his objective, the VP turned to the screen, grimacing. “Well played, Stargate. But… I’ve expelled your intruder for now, and I won’t stop.”
He shoved the agent and leapt for the button.
This time, they had no hesitation. With the President down, with the Chain of Command in confusion and something clearly wrong here, they fired. The VP fell with a half-dozen bullets in his chest.
Caleb held his breath, watching the screen.
No, no, please no one else…
A gun shot, and then another.
Two of the agents slumped, blood spraying from their heads, as a third stepped between them, smirked to the camera and moved to the console.
He got two steps before jerking back with the impact of two shells.
More screams. Others fleeing in the background as a final agent stepped into the camera view, aiming his gun from the dying man to the others around the room. Only a few left. Some cabinet members, a congresswoman and senator Caleb recognized. None of them looked particularly well — which was a good sign considering they were unlikely to be on the susceptible medication.
“Agent!” Caleb called out. “Are you… you?”
The man looked at the camera curiously, then down to the pile of bodies around him.
The last agent shot still struggled to sit up, with three bullets in his chest. Water spooled from his nostrils.
And Caleb whispered to Phoebe from the side of his mouth. “Can you RV him?”
“Just doing it,” she said back, eyes fluttering. “I see… this agent, and no signs of it. He’s… good at cards. Psychic levels minimal, but enough to not be affected, never needed the drug.”
She blinked and came back to the present.
Caleb stepped forward. “Keep your gun on him.”
The agent tapped his ear. “Major Temple said he’s en route. Working on the chain of command, but…”
The dying agent coughed and lay still, and behind the desk, Caleb saw some movement. One of the female senators ducked out of view, then stood, fumbling with one of the dead agent’s weapons.
“Behind you!”
The agent spun around, aiming, but stopped when he saw the woman had the gun to her own head, not pointed as a threat.
“You win this one, Caleb,” she said — just as the back door opened behind Phoebe and Xavier came limping in, supported by Diana. He looked dazed and disoriented, but definitely himself again and very eager to see what was happening.
The woman in the bunker pressed the gun harder against her temple. “The culling of the population can wait, I suppose. Who knows, maybe you’ll fail and back down the public outcry and drop the Tesla shield, and then the comet will come in seven years and do the challenging work for us.”
She smiled. “Yes, I know about that too. Or we will find another way. Virus, war…?” She shrugged. “Maybe after recreating the world as it should have been, maybe then you will reconsider.”
“Reconsider what? Genocide? Extermination of the very creation you talk about enlightening?”
She made a tsking noise, shaking her head. “A conversation to be continued at another time, in another place. A colder place, as I’m sure you’ve seen.”
“Wait!” Phoebe shouted. “Where are my children?”
At that, the woman grinned. “Waiting to fulfill their destiny.”
And she pulled the trigger.
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Xavier took in the scene: Caleb and Phoebe silhouetted against the streaming shafts of purple light, like a royal couple from an ancient initiation ceremony, albeit in their sweats and loafers instead of gowns and crowns. It was elegant nonetheless, with the government agents and techs in a semi-circle around them.
He had seen enough on the screen — and at the pharma plant — to know the threat here. Anyone taking those meds, which had been prescribed the last few years in abundance for anything from depression to anxiety and sleep disorders, were susceptible to possession by… whoever the hell that was.
“Caleb!”
He turned from the shocking scene, and the mayhem and death in the bunker.
Jesus, did I start all that?
“You did it,” Caleb said in a faint voice, issuing confirmation, but also gratitude. “Stopped the launch.”
“At what cost?” Diana asked, stepping ahead. She still gripped his hand, and he wondered what she was seeing alongside any natural sights. Hopefully, if anything, something more soothing and endearing even.
He owed her so much. Sticking by him through his body-jumping, his other demands, and now this — peeking into his mind and reliving his darkest moments. And still, she held onto him without a flicker of doubt. He knew she wanted to know more, to probe his motivations and his past, to share into every dark nook and cranny, and to understand, but that could, and should all wait.
He stopped suddenly, checking the faces and the actions of all the others in the room — those here to protect them. “Are we sure about us?”
Phoebe held up a reassuring hand as she let her gaze go over each man and woman in the room. “As much as we can be. Edgerrin picked this group specifically from those who had some elements of psychic ability, his own secret Stargate-lite. And as far as my last scan, brief as it was, I didn’t see anyone else taking the drug.”
“I’ve ordered my men to watch out,” said a new voice. Xavier realized it came from the speaker, and then he saw on the screen — the bunker had become more active as Edgerrin Temple strode in, flanked by two black-clad SWAT types with helmets and guns drawn on the remaining cabinet members and agents. “Keep an eye on each other as well as outside threats. Until we sort this out.”
“I’m sorry,” Xavier said. “I couldn’t stay in that bastard’s body long enough to see it through.”
“He was in some kind of tank,” Diana said. “Breathing tube. But he was empty, left his body to…”
“Occupy anyone,” said Caleb, “with the medical marker. Including the President, unfortunately.”
“Damn doctors and their over-medicating everyone,” Phoebe quipped.
“Still,” Xavier said, thinking back to it. The rush of water, the total lack of feeling in his ‘body’, just a vague nebulous tingling that seemed to elicit separation of consciousness and at first resisted his entrance. But once inside, he regained muscular control as if operating a standing forklift. Awkwardly lifting ‘his’ arms. Grasping the tube and pulling…
“I think the body going into shock and almost drowning — it not only rocked my control but yielded to his for familiarity and self-preservation. It was different than with Calderon. There, he wasn’t in danger, he had just vacated the shell.” He sighed. “Again, I’m sorry, I knew I had to rock him back, not leave him stranded in another body.”
“Especially not that body,” said Edgerrin. “You did good work.” He looked around the room, going from body to body.
“The President’s clinging to life. The VP and Secretary of State are dead. No one else here is in any shape to lead. And besides, according to succession plans…”
Xavier swallowed hard. All eyes turned to him, including Caleb’s and Edgerrin’s.
“By the law of the land, specifically the 25th Amendment and the unprecedented situation we find ourselves in, with the need for someone clear-headed and in no danger of possession to step up…”
Don’t say it, don’t say it…
Diana clenched his hand harder as his mouth went dry and he had a sudden vision of himself standing at a podium, hand on a Bible…
“Xavier Montross, also known to the world as Secretary General Mason Calderon, you are now acting Commander in Chief and President of the United States.”
* * *
Caleb might have clapped, and someone somewhere coughed nervously, but Xavier had no pretensions of anything like celebration. Duty, however, and responsibility came fast, just as the agents in the room now backed toward him, flanking him protectively.
Diana let go grudgingly of his hand, and stepped away as an agent gave Xavier an earpiece and then held out a phone, recording as he was sworn in.
“First order of business,” Temple said after. “Access codes to NORAD and launch centers. We need to discuss a strike on the pharma plant.”
“No discussion needed,” Xavier said. “Take it out. Do it fast. We can give exact coordinates, but you need the bunker busters. The production facility is deep. And he… our enemy, whatever his name… is deeper still.”
“We may not get him, then. But we could seal him down there, and at least halt any further production of the pills. Are we sure that’s the only site?”
“We think so,” Phoebe said. “Based on our Stargate team’s analysis.”
“But even still,” Caleb said with a tone of defeat. “There’s so much product on the market already. And once word is out that it can dull the agony of these psychic onslaughts, rivals will start generic production. Break down the ingredients and mass produce it.”
“Ban the pill,” said Diana.
“Black market,” Caleb said. “It’ll still find its way into enough people’s hands that it won’t matter. With the Emerald Tablet, or the gem as I believe it truly is, and according to the ancient legends, he’ll start to be able to control not just individuals, but whole groups. Armies in fact. We won’t be able to trust anyone. He can make them turn on each other, on family and friends. Kill themselves even if he really aims to reduce the population for his sick plan.”
“Which is?” Xavier didn’t understand. He only had a glimpse of things down there in that control room. Of a map of changed borders and proposed technology to farm and transform the world. He remembered something in particular: a focus on construction at the south pole…
But understanding would all have to wait. For now, he was in control. Not that he wasn’t used to it, having climbed the political power ladder more and more lately since his ascension into Calderon; he had jump-started and bypassed all that nonsense about elections and fundraising and baby kissing.
He knew what had to be done. Still, no one had ever been prepared for this kind of crisis. Or multiple crises, and on so many fronts.
“How do we know he can’t just jump into other leaders?” Edgerrin asked. “Pakistan, Russia, the UK? There are other nuclear countries, launch centers to accomplish his same goals.”
“Maybe even target us,” Diana said, just above a terrified whisper.
“I’m not seeing it,” Phoebe said, fingers to her forehead. “But I may not be asking the right…”
“…questions,” Diana finished for her, somewhat smugly as if jumping on at last to the Stargate mantra. “Maybe this guy’s given up on that route, realizing our team can predict his moves, or anything that cataclysmic, and have time to stop it.”
“Let’s hope so,” Caleb said. “Although I’m not sure we could, entirely.”
“We’ve got missile defense systems,” Temple said. “Most still automated and online at the ready. Might be able to knock down eighty percent of attacks. Between that and your psychic precision, it’s not a bad bet to think if he didn’t get us with that first surprise maneuver just now, he may just proceed to whatever is Plan B.”
“Especially if we bomb the shit out of his home right now.”
“Missiles to go in two minutes,” Edgerrin confirmed, glancing back at a screen where two tech-types were busily keying in entries.
Xavier cleared his throat and straightened his shirt, tucking it in and trying to appear presidential. “Well, if it’s any consolation, I’m not seeing other attacks either, and usually I’m clued in. At least to my own potential demise.”
“So, what are you seeing?” Caleb asked, stepping away from the screen and toward him. “I also sensed that this adversary — the Man In Crimson, we’ll call him — is content to come back to population control later. His foremost aim is total knowledge. A download of the ultimate wisdom.”
“I don’t understand,” Diana said. “He just wants to be RainMan?”
“Not just him. He mentioned something about his ‘brethren’. Like a council of elders. An ancient group that apparently has access to hidden knowledge…”
“Great, another secret society.”
“Knowledge… or memories.” Caleb said the word with something like understanding.
“Memories?” Xavier asked. “Something like accessing other’s minds?”
“I think it’s more than that. I have to study this some more, but it may prove important.” He looked up at Xavier. “I had the sense we were dealing with someone a lot older than he appears, but maybe it’s not in the corporeal sense.”
“Okay, you get on that. What else can we do now to restore peace and stop the world from tearing itself apart?”
“Take down the shield?” Phoebe asked. “I mean, not to sound naïve, but isn’t it that simple?”
“Unfortunately not.” Caleb sighed. “Once up, it’s up, from everything I saw. The initial creation required focusing the earth’s energy through ley lines of power and amplified through sacred monuments and alignments. Those sites are like batteries, drained — at least for now, and served their purpose and need to recharge over millennia.”
“And now the shield is what, self-sustaining?”
“Gathering energy now from radiation in the upper atmosphere, from solar power and electro-magnetic ionosphere elements, I would theorize,” Diana said. “But I would want to access our satellites and study its actual makeup and structure. Maybe it would give some insight into how to disrupt it, which would then stop this…” She groaned and held her head.
“Yeah,” Edgerrin said from miles and miles away, finishing her sentence: “…This hell.”
“How are you managing?” Caleb asked him.
“Focus and discipline.” He made a face. “And it’s damn sure not easy. But we have a mission, and for now, I’m at your command, Montross-er, President Calderon.”
“Great.” Xavier thought for a moment. “Well, it seems we have a couple priorities. And Caleb, sorry but you have a few objectives right now, and better stay here to focus. First, get to that public address. Is YouTube working, Mr. Temple?”
“Web access is back up for now,” Temple said. “Although slow and very overloaded. Everybody and their mothers are posting live, ranting and questioning and coming up with theories and filming the violence and riots.”
Phoebe cleared her throat. “They know this is a watershed moment for the human race, and everyone’s trying to be a part of it.”
“Some are thinking it’s the Rapture or Second Coming. Religious groups going nuts with prophecy fulfilment babble. The Stock Market is on hold of course, but people don’t seem too concerned, at least about their money, for now.”
“Good,” Xavier said. “Don’t need an economic collapse on top of societal breakdown.” He sighed. “Okay, Caleb — need you to focus on Crimson Man. And his not-so-secret clan. They’re our next order of business.”
Caleb almost saluted, but then looked awkwardly away from Xavier, down to his shoes.
Interesting role change, Xavier thought, without Caleb being in charge of these missions for once.
“Phoebe, you already have your objectives.”
“Orlando, and our children. Just need to get to Alaska now.”
Xavier nodded, then turned to the screen. “Do we have transport out of here?”
Temple blinked and focused again, pulling his thoughts away from something far worse, Xavier was sure. “Rooftop chopper standing by, but there’s also an access tunnel under the building. Leads out to the street. Waiting Humvee there that can get you to JFK in twenty minutes. We have three planes standing ready.”
“With pilots that won’t try to kill us?”
“Hopefully not.”
“Okay then.” Xavier met Diana’s eyes. His vision roamed about the room, taking in the filtering indigo lights, the decorative symbols along the walls, the grandeur of the chamber amid the palpable sense of expectation.
This room now bore witness to the start of something new — or the last gasp of the old, he wasn’t yet sure which.
“Diana and I will follow Phoebe to the tunnels. Each take a plane. She’s going to Alaska, and we’re headed to DC. I’m guessing I need to be in that bunker, and need to have access to everything in there, as well as what I’m hoping you’ll tell me is a way to control the HAARP facility.”
Diana shot him a look, mirrored by Caleb.
Temple nodded.
“Good. I have a feeling we’ll need that.” He sighed, then looked up. “And don’t forget there’s also the matter of a comet coming our way, and a decision to make.”
“If we take down the shield, we’re vulnerable,” Diana said.
“More like, ‘toast’,” Phoebe countered.
“The planes will be ready,” Temple said. “But Caleb, you better do your live address thing soon. The riots are getting worse, and they’re storming Pennsylvania Avenue now. Not sure our barricades or limited forces will stop them, and then Mr. President, you’re not getting anywhere close.”
“I’ll start now,” Caleb said with trepidation in his voice.
Xavier had the feeling this was about to be one of the worst moments of his half-brother’s life. A burden he himself would never relish, but if anyone could do it, Caleb was that someone.
He let out a deep sigh, and for a moment, at least, the visions died down and let him breathe. His death was still coming, and if he peeked, it would take any number of gruesome or even non-descript guises, but for now he had his mission. His responsibility.
Diana took his hand as they walked out of the room, followed by Phoebe — after a brief hug with her brother — and then the agents came, escorting them to the elevator. Diana squeezed his hand, and he knew she was doing her best to forestall the mental anguish and the ‘sight’ that was like a light that could not be turned off, only dimmed.
He had her to protect as well as so many, many more.
And the only thing that gave him hope was that, unlike his deaths, this ascension to the highest office in the land was something he had never foreseen. So, if this had happened, maybe none of the other horrors would come to pass.
He held onto that optimism as he entered the elevator, descended and tried to clear his mind of anything but purpose.
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Caleb chose to have them set up the camera in the lobby hallway, with him standing in front of the huge statue of George Washington. Just one tech setting up the mic on his lapel and the camera on a tripod. Some added lighting.
“Best we can do,” Caleb said, a nervous edge to his voice as he looked around the hall and felt the imposing presence of Washington looming at his back, giving encouragement and yet setting an impossible standard.
No way I can even hope to be as moving or eloquent. He thought back to his own lectures at Columbia. A lifetime ago. He wondered where those students were now, and if any of them had changed their opinion of him, running the gamut from anger at first, to sympathy now in light of the realization of the truth?
In any case, public speaking had never been his strong suit, and he was dreading this like no other speech. Influencing forty minds about a new direction in history was hard enough; convincing eight billion people that the onslaught of psychic powers was manageable, walking them through aspects of trust and compassion and…
Don’t forget, gotta tell them ‘Don’t do drugs’. Especially ones that take away the cursed visions but allow you to be possessed by a madman.
The light dazzled his eyes, and the flickering in the corner of his vision made him focus on his last thoughts — instead of the preparation for a speech he should have taken hours to write.
The madman. The man in crimson…
Caleb shook his head, but it came nonetheless: a series of his own unwanted visions, descending upon him as if sprinkled there by Washington’s puppeteer-like pose over his head.
The tank, a man in a red robe. Bald head, sparkling green eyes (matching that teardrop-shaped gem around his neck) before he covers his head with a helmet and dons the ceremonial garb. Dust and rocks falling from the ceiling, he looks up, curses, but seems unconcerned.
Checks the video feeds on screens as shadowy personnel run about him. He accesses a certain tunnel and waiting tram-like car.
Fast-forward to a glimpse of:
A network of tunnels deep under the mountains…
Legends spoke of these caverns under Peru, Caleb thought. Knew it…
Ancient carvings in the walls, statues and artifacts from civilizations predating the Incas. All too much and too enticing, begging to be studied and examined, but no time.
Who are you?
The man fleeing the aerial bombardment and destruction of his facility is an enigma, but only to a point. And no longer, once the right questions get asked.
I know the right questions — or will, once I have confirmation…
And there it is…
Going back, rewinding this man’s life.
Raiden Ziansin is his name — although not his given name. Born in Nagasaki in 1984. Nondescript life, smart child and baseball talent, at least through college.
The scenes whirl by like those from a scrapbook of an ordinary but satisfying childhood and young adult, until after an early fascination with history, especially Japanese lore and a preponderance of interest in the ‘Regalia’—ancient relics from a Goddess bestowed upon the lineage of Emperors from the beginning of history.
Drawing pictures of a teardrop-shaped gem in particular — the necklace of Amaterasu. Then drawings of structures that looked like temples from Nan Madol, an underwater reef, stingrays and a hastily-drawn sketch of an underwater domed city, and one tower in particular that was reminiscent of the Pharos Lighthouse.
Another jump, and Caleb’s mind was on its own tether, flinging itself to new coordinates at will.
A world of ice. Penguins on the shore where in the distance there’s a hazy silhouette of an ice rigger boat.
A lonely trail up a triangular, ice-covered mountainside.
A cavernous doorway, and inside…
Blue screen.
“Damn it.”
A man walks out. Bright red arctic fleece coat. Pulls back the woolen hood to reveal the same eyes of jade, flashing in the snow-fall. Eyes that are changed now, as if full of knowledge and most importantly — ripened with wisdom, as if they’d just seen sights and recaptured visions of countless lifetimes.
Another flash—and this same man, once the little league centerfield MVP of Tokyo, is now wearing all black, scaling a ceremonial temple hidden in a lush forest. Climbing the roof, pulling a silenced gun. He drops into a courtyard, shoots two guards and enters. Three more dead bodies, and he uses a keycard to deactivate laser security systems around a glass case in which a silver necklace — and the emerald gem — resides.
Flash—back to the tram and the tunnel system, which opens into a cavern, lit by the sun flashing through a hole above, and a rope ladder located nearby. Raiden adjusts the necklace, pauses as if sensing he’s being observed. Scans the area and almost locks eyes on this point of view when—
Caleb wakes with a start.
Not yet. Go back, that ice world. Antarctica…
Again, he sees the cavern entrance, locates its coordinates, if nothing else. He stares at the entrance, and for a moment, sees a progression of shadowy figures — leaders and power brokers by the looks of their security detail and their dress, entering and then leaving, shaken and yet… also brimming with some self-obtained knowledge.
Lingering, he sees further back, Nazis and submarines, American forces clashing, and then more men making the trek with older equipment. With ice-riggers and ropes and pulleys, and for just a moment his mind rips back through the ages, and the ice melts and the land shifts and the waters turn blue and the forests sprout over where the ice had been, and rivers and waterfalls meander amidst a version of…
“Paradise!”
Caleb’s eyes opened just as his phone rings.
Disoriented, he stared ahead at the tech, looking confused, the camera ready, light blinking. But he had moved ahead, passing Caleb his cell phone.
“For you, from your sister.”
“What?” Reality and time and place settled in uncomfortably.
“Just called. She’s fine at the plane, about to leave, but said you need to see this.”
“See what?”
The man shrugged. “Some viral broadcast. YouTube and Twitter and other places. Been going nuts the last fifteen minutes.”
He grabbed the phone, turned it landscape and, not seeing how anything could be more important now than his broadcast, he hit play…
And saw a familiar face.
And watched.
Mesmerized and thankful…
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Georgetown, St. Michael’s Church.
The door barged open right as the connection to New York had been terminated.
Marla rushed in, out of breath. “They’re storming the church!”
Victoria shot to her feet. Thoughts of possessed soldiers or an army of zombified ninjas filled her mind “Who?”
“I don’t know, a crowd! Demanding the priest, like they’re a lynch mob.”
Victoria didn’t even think, just ran for the door. Pushed past Marla and headed for the stairs. Wasn’t sure what she was thinking or even what she could possibly do, but felt for a moment like a first responder, rushing headlong into a burning building or a bomb threat zone.
At the upper level she merged immediately with the crowd, pushing and shoving and squeezing through the lobby into the chapel. She wasn’t sure if the others were following her, and really hoped they weren’t. Hoped too, that they had the sense she lacked and were staying downstairs, locking and barricading the door for good measure.
What the hell are you doing?
Other than rushing to Pastor Frank’s defense, what was she possibly hoping to accomplish? Someone elbowed her, another shoved her deeper into the mob. She banged against the door, knocked over a tray of candles — which were fortunately extinguished before fires could start.
Adrenaline surged and mingled with fear and excitement and disbelief as she was basically carried into the church. Pastor Frank was climbing to the podium as others raced up the aisles, turned over pews, knocked over statues. He tried to calm them over the microphone, the most desperate sermon he’d ever attempted. To no avail.
His mind must have been in uproar as well. Victoria was just barely resisting the pull of all this fear and outrage as the streets overflowed with desperate people fighting themselves, others, and the onslaught of change.
They were striking out at the institutions that had promised them the truth. A truth that now was laid bare as anything but reality.
Whether it was on her own accord, as if driven by some new component of her leadership development, the responsibility Phoebe and Caleb had thrust upon her in the Stargate vacuum, or whether it was some kind of destiny, she wasn’t sure. Maybe it was just the momentum of the crowd that happened to push her to the front, right up to the stairs and the podium, but she found her way there.
And she found her strength.
Found her resolve.
After all Pastor Frank had done for her, for their team, she wasn’t about to let him be the target of this mob’s desperate anger.
She turned, and as one of them, they noticed and held back for a moment, expecting something, but not sure what, as she held up her hands. She gently pushed the pastor away, so she could grab the podium, lean forward and speak.
The rumbling settled, like a brief respite in a tumultuous thunderstorm.
Just enough time — not too much for her to actually think about what she was about to say, but just enough to get the first words out.
They were all she needed…
* * *
Five minutes later, the words were still pouring out. Flooding out, more appropriately. The crowd — from the young to the old, teens, and men and women from all walks of life — stopped where they were, packing the aisles, standing on the pews and overturned chairs and the backs of broken tables and on the window sills or collection boxes. Anything to see, to hear. It was as if she were giving a sermon, the most important one, she thought fleetingly, maybe since the Sermon on the Mount.
This wasn’t about the meek, but it was about to fate of who would inherit the earth. She spoke, just from the heart, as only she could. At first, the fact that she was one of ‘them’, the psychics, seemed important. They were the ones who some thought started this all, as if the ability was actually a flu-like germ that had spread to the entire world; but she quickly dissuaded the more vociferous protesters out there of that belief.
Her heartfelt talk of her childhood trying to endure this ability, being different, questioning her very nature and wondering if she were damaged goods and only worthy of scorn. She broke down early, and then again, talking of her mother, and her family. Having to restrict her thoughts and her abilities, like binding her feet to fit with a culture’s preferences.
She spoke of coping mechanisms, of trust. Of expectations and the value of the individual, their place in a society that was far, far more open, and yet just as isolated as ever when you thought about it. The need for individuals, for caring. For hope most of all.
She went on, and on. At one point she realized a hand had been on her shoulder the whole time. Pastor Frank, behind her, and not just him. A young girl was also touching her arm. Another boy found a way up, crawling under people until he could hold her hand, as if she were some angelic prophet who could cure the sick and troubled with but a touch.
It didn’t faze her, as she kept talking. Pouring out everything from her heart and soul, assuring the newly-afflicted that what they suffered was not a sign of the devil, a curse or a disease, and not necessarily a gift either; it was just an opportunity. Something to be shared as part of a global experience, bringing the world together as never before.
It was a challenge, and we could either embrace it, or let it consume and destroy us.
Somewhere around the eighth minute, her eyes found some focus, saw out into the massive crowd jamming the church, and saw some young woman, eyes tearing, holding up her phone, recording it all…
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Underground facility, Upstate New York
She cocked her head and those dark, pupil-free eyes widened as if taking in Orlando’s whole past, present and future.
“What the shit!”
He staggered back, hands raised. The woman’s smell came with her: foul, ancient like a newly opened Etruscan tomb. Her feet (Orlando noticed her feet only because he couldn’t bear to look at those eyes) were all black and blue toenails, scraped flesh and bruises like she’d been running (or sleepwalking) through a rocky wood full of thorns.
Her breath was just as foul, but when she talked, the words came out of an angel’s mouth: calming and smooth, almost like spoken over a breeze-kissed tranquil sea.
“Orlando. Be at peace.”
* * *
The word, ‘peace’, resonated through his body, into his heart, but didn’t really have any meaningful impact on his terror level. Despite what he’d seen, where he’d been — including some of the most frightening underground tombs, contending with booby-trapped statues and rivers of poisonous mercury, massive firefights and helicopter chases, Orlando had never known terror like this.
Whatever this person, thing, was in front of him, she chilled his blood and made his flesh crawled. Flesh that seemed alien; muscles and bones, and for a time-stopping instant he had a flashback to his pure, non-corporeal form: the element of merging with the infinite, being nowhere and anywhere at once.
She reached out, and in a flash, pressed her hand against his forehead, and her eyes turned bone-white. Orlando heard a choking cry from what seemed like miles away, and only dimly realized it came from his own throat.
“Waited for you. Don’t have much time…”
“Uhnnn?”
A kaleidoscope of colorful visuals exploded in his mind’s eye, a whirling cyclone of images like stock photos rushing past each other one by one: horrifying still pictures of this woman — as a girl, then older, aging as she stayed, forever in that one room, experimented on, probed, tested, poked, starved, immersed, electro-shocked and so much more…
Readouts, maps, an aerial view of a desert and desolate (yet familiar) mountain range, underground… to tunnels, a vast chasm, a robed figure…
And he was back.
The hand withdrew, and the eyes in front of him rolled back the white, turning a somber brown.
He blinked, and suddenly, his mind was at peace. “Who are you?”
The girl cocked her head.
“Or a better question,” Orlando suggested, thinking this through, “Who were you?”
“Someone.”
Orlando stepped forward, considering the woman, her face, her expression, her trembling body. “I know that, but do you remember? I assume, from what you’ve shown me, you’ve been here, a prisoner, a long time.”
“At first, not a prisoner.”
“Not?” He frowned.
“A volunteer.”
The monitors hummed, the news program sputtered, and the volume shrunk to barely audible whimpers.
“You were young.” He squinted, remembering the flood of images, and picked out one in particular. A teenager?”
“I had… talents. They recognized them. Not unlike you, Orlando, or your wife’s or children.”
“What do you know of them?”
“I was a conduit. A spirit trap, of sorts.”
Her head tilted, lolled sideways, and she grinned a horrid grin. “I could have trapped you, Orlando, just an hour ago, the way you were. But I already had one inside me.”
Thought so.
“You… you helped Phoebe. It was you, in the caverns. How—?”
“It does not matter. I was old. Ages too old. I needed a change.” She lolled her head around, gazing at the surroundings, then out the window to the flickering hall. “We must go.”
“Where?”
“To find freedom.”
She moved in jerky motions toward the door. Then it was open, and they were outside, in the shadows. “Come, Orlando Natch. Your destiny is out there, not inside with me, or any of these unfortunates.”
“But, where are we?”
“Does not matter. You know the place, or many like it.”
“Military? An air force base? But where?”
“Where is not important.”
They had traveled the length of the hall, passing many more doors, some ajar, some empty, others with sounds of whimpering, or words recited over and over.
“These others…”
“I will tend to them.”
“Aren’t you supposed to, I don’t know, not interfere?”
She turned back and grinned a lunatic grin. “That was before.”
“Before what?” This is sounding really disassociated. Like I’m in a video game and don’t have many dialogue options.
“Before they made me return to the flesh. Surely you felt it too, coming back from infinity? How was it for you?”
Orlando sighed. “I can’t imagine, then what you are going through.”
“Not so bad,” she said giddily, almost skipping around a corner. “Good to be back, but I have a lot… up here.” Tapping her head, she kept chuckling as they passed a lounge where two staff members were sitting cross-legged, rocking back and forth, listening to headphones. Drowning out the voices or visions?
They arrived at an elevator, and she pressed the button.
Orlando stepped to her side and waited. Waited in silence. Until he couldn’t any more.
“So… if you’re him — er, her — and you’re not on the sidelines anymore, you know what’s happening out there?”
“I do.”
“Do you know how to stop it?”
She shrugged as the doors opened.
He followed her inside. Turned and saw sixteen buttons. She chose the top one, but motioned to his keycard, which he dutifully swiped.
The doors closed, and he turned to stare at the silvery interior. Watched her out of his peripheral vision as they ascended. She tapped her feet, lowered her chin to her chest, and started humming.
“Okay, let me ask something else that’s bothering the shit out of me.”
More humming.
“While I was… there. Like you, like the you that’s now trapped in her, I saw things.”
A chuckle, like a little girl’s. “I bet.”
“What does it mean, what’s out there, beyond all this, then?”
More giggling.
“I know it’s not real.” Orlando turned to her, spread out his arms. “It’s all Matrix-y out there. In here, hell, everything. Everywhere.” He knocked on the metal door. “None of this is real?”
“It is real enough.”
“Says the crazy girl in an evil-Agent kind of way.”
She blinked at him curiously. “What else could be missing? It is life, it is existence. It is suffering, it is joy. Pain and sorrow, ecstasy and laughter, guilt and pride.”
“I get it, but what does it all mean?”
She smiled a red-lipped, stained teeth smile. “Is that not the point of life?”
“What?”
“To answer that very question?”
“So, is that it? We’re in a cosmic wheel sort of situation here? Try, try again until we get it right?”
“Maybe.”
“Sounds like you don’t have all the answers either. I figured you were an angel or something. I don’t think you were one of them. The original volunteers from the Custodian Program. Which means you were earlier.”
“Or later. Maybe time travel.”
“You’re killing me. Stop talking in riddles. What are you?”
“Something.”
“So then tell me, what’s out there, past all this? I got a glimpse, and I know that there’s something, a tangible, incredible, something beyond, and to those out there, we’re something else.”
“Stop thinking that way. This is real. We are real. Just a different reality, but real nonetheless. And what we — you — do here is not meaningless in any sense. In fact, it is all the more meaningful.”
Orlando sighed. “Like an open-world role-playing game. With different choices affecting your character and the world in different ways?”
“Exactly.”
“With one or two end game scenarios? Or millions? Infinite ones?”
She shrugged. “Something tells me there are not that many, and despite varying individual destinies, across differing realities and universes, there is one end in sight that you’re all rapidly approaching.”
“Okay so again, what’s out there?”
“All I can say is, it’s something wondrous.”
“You’re giving off a serious Hal vibe here.”
She just stared at him, and her eyes, if anything, swelled up even darker, fuller.
“You know, like from 2001, A—”
“Space Odyssey, Clarke’s masterpiece. I know it. I know him.”
“You do?” He scratched at the back of his head. “Uh, was he… one of us? I mean, I always wondered, with his prescience on ideas and shit, maybe…”
“Stay focused, Orlando.”
“Okay, so what? We’re all like playthings in a video game?”
“Or more like players.”
Orlando thought for a moment. “Oh, then… it’s a choice kind of thing. We chose this reality, this avatar type player that we’re controlling, but don’t know it? Immersed in the game.” He nodded. “I like it. It works.”
“Thought you would. But again, I am not entirely sure either. It is a surmise, based on the facts, and centuries of experience I gleaned from my other host.”
The elevator slowed quickly, and Orlando grasped the side as it came to a stop.
“Oh, and get ready, Mr. Natch.”
“What for?”
She turned to him, grinning and letting out a chuckle as she ducked to the side, flattening herself against the wall while the doors opened.
“The guards up here. Armed. And angry.”
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Caleb stood on the rooftop edge, looking down the face of the Masonic Lodge. The chopper started up, blades whirling, wind kicking up from his back, swirling with the winds coming from the east, over the buildings of Manhattan.
He smelled smoke coming from somewhere in the distance, as the sun dipped below the skyscrapers, as the clouds rolled over the horizon toward him. Cars were on fire down there, and flames were spreading in other places. Traffic was stalled, cars left in places as motorcycles tore through the streets, and others just abandoned their vehicles and sought refuge elsewhere. He saw some huddled in groups or alone in doorways, with their smart devices out, hopefully watching Victoria’s recording and taking some solace.
Calm was needed, and Caleb thought that maybe in some small way, this shared suffering and monumental confirmation of something beyond the material world would bring people together in a way nothing else could. People were certainly re-evaluating everything, from their own petty squabbles, to relationships, to the meaning of life and God and what happens after death.
Speaking of which…
Caleb heard the pilot calling him, but waved him off, holding up his index finger, asking for time.
He had to go with that last thought, with his previous impression of who Raiden might really be, what he had found in Antarctica, who this mysterious ‘brethren’ could be and…
Yes, what happens when we die?
He thought of his father. Thought of Lydia. All those he had known and lost.
Did they pass on, and are they… elsewhere?
Or is it as some thought, and we get a choice?
Stop those questions, he thought, and ask the right one.
The one he’d been thinking about ever since the President had said it downstairs.
How did he know my father?
The winds kicked up, pushing him forward and back, then more gently as he closed his eyes and the sun dipped lower and darkness cascaded over his inner sight, to be replaced by:
* * *
Base camp, Kathmandu, Nepal. A breeze warmer than expected ruffles the tents and flutters the Himalayan banners. A mirror held to a face…
Philip Crowe stares back. His eyes, so much like Caleb’s, who won’t be born yet for another fifteen years. A thick beard, grown for warmth in anticipation of this sacred quest, this bucket list item Phillip has fantasized about for years. He puts the mirror down, checks his bags, securing the straps on the harness and backpack and sled, and he steps out of the flap. Gazes past the bustling activity of other climbers and adventurers readying their supplies. The yaks and guides eating and drinking in preparation for the long ascent.
Far up there, in the perfect visibility of this August morning, the pinnacle awaits, without a hint of the dangers or difficulty ahead.
“Piece of cake, this,” says a voice at his side. Thick accent, the man is just a youth himself, barely out of his teens. Bronze skin, a slight attempt at a mustache, and dark eyes brimming with excitement below a bushy head of black curls.
“Good morning, Hassid.” Phillip expels a deep breath. “I sure hope you’re right, although nothing this spectacular should come without heroic effort.”
“True words, my new American friend.”
Phillip smiles. “And you, where are you from? Last night over tea far too strong to be purely medicinal, you claimed to be ‘a man of the world’”.
“Are we not all that?” He grins back, then dons some thick black sunglasses he must have picked up at the bazaar. They still have a price sticker on the side. “But I was born in Pakistan.”
Phillip glances at him. “Ah, then well met, Hassid of Pakistan.”
“Well met indeed! I feel, my friend, we are on the same path.”
Phillip’s gaze follows the winding road past the markers and the warning signs, past the fluttering banners and the yaks getting their final rest. A trio of black birds circle lazily, hungrily overhead. “That we are. And I’m glad for the company.”
“What is it exactly you seek up there?”
Phillip squints as the sun glints off the snowy white heights, and fishes for his own sunglasses. “Enlightenment.”
“Ah. Then we both have come to the right place. One of the wonders of the world, surely.”
“Natural ones, for sure. From such a height, I can only imagine the transition we could experience. Our souls and bodies, at the top of the world.”
His new friend nods. “For me, it is not only this that calls me. Everest is but one of many such experiences I have tugging at my soul.”
Phillip gives him a sideways look of respect. “Then perhaps we will meet again, should we survive this ascent.”
“I have a feeling we shall. Survive for sure, and for sure, our paths will cross again.”
Phillip closes his eyes and trembles. His breath catches, and he gives his friend a sudden look of concern.
“What is it?”
“I… I don’t know. Sometimes I… see things.”
“Like in your head?”
“Yes. Sometimes they’re real, sometimes, not. Or not yet.”
Hassid laughs and adjusts his belt and jacket. “Perhaps you have the gift of Sight. My mother had it. Claimed I was destined for great things. That I would become like Shiva himself one day.”
“God of all or Destroyer of Worlds? Which incarnation?”
Hassid flashes him a look of admiration. “You know your mythology. Our mythology.”
“I have a lot of… interests. In many studies. Can’t read enough.”
“Commendable, my friend. Very un-American of you!”
“Hah, thanks. But seriously, I saw something.”
“Tell me, oh seer, of my great and noble destiny? Perhaps my mother was right, and all my questing and traveling leads me to some ultimate treasure, some wondrous artifact of the gods bestowing ultimate power and magic control of the universe!”
Phillip winces again, and a flash of something green passes between his eyes. He’s seen it before. “Do you know anything of ancient Egypt?”
“Not really my thing. But I’m sure it will be on my list.”
“How about ancient lighthouses? Or any lighthouse for that matter? Personally, I’m obsessed, fascinated by them, especially the Pharos—”
“Can’t say I’ve thought about them much, but I can see the attraction. Beacons of light and hope and safety and all that. And I hear the society of Keepers are a pretty cool bunch.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Well, next for me is actually a much colder place than the Egyptian deserts.”
Phillip shivers. “Colder than where we’re about to climb?”
“Antarctica! That’s partly why I’m here — climatizing myself to the elements.”
“A little different, I’d say. Different altitude and all, but I’m impressed you’d choose such a desolate place. Not many would think to go there, even after considering the length of time to sail and the lack of ports or hospitable places to stay.”
“Definitely won’t have that tea from last night!”
“True. I’m curious though. Why there?”
“I don’t know exactly.” His face turns away, and looks to the south, somewhat longingly. “I’ve always felt a pull. I’ve drawn it. Been fascinated with maps, highlighting a certain area like it’s special to me somehow. Maybe in a past life!”
“Oh… right. Hindu?”
“I am. Although, who can say. We may believe in reincarnation, since well, it makes more ideological and moral sense than your Christian one-and-done message. But this may be something else. I do not know for sure.”
Crowe thinks for a moment. “Speaking of maps, have you seen the Piri Reis map from 1513? It shows—”
“Antarctica ice free!” Hassid’s excitement mounts. “Yes, yes! And recent satellite imagery confirmed the actual outline to be as it was drawn. Meaning…”
“Meaning either the good Ottoman cartographer had access to older maps, from some ancient seafaring race from a time Antarctica was in a different climate, or—”
“Or what? What else could it be?”
“Or it could be that he was psychic. That he has… this Sight, or whatever you would call it. Maybe he could see into a different time and map how it once was. A thousand, ten thousand, a million years ago even.”
Hassid lowers his glasses and stares at Phillip, wide-eyed. “I am indeed glad we have met, my new friend. Destiny, perhaps. And I do hope we meet again on our respective paths to enlightenment.”
“I don’t know. I hope so as well, but I feel… not.”
“That is a shame, then. I hope you’re not as good a seer as you think.”
Phillip shrugs. “I’m just figuring this out. New to me, and maybe it’s nothing but a hangover from that exceptionally wondrous tea, but still, I sense our story is not done. It’s like…” He stares at his friend some more. “I don’t know how to put it. I’m trying to see it but it’s like I’m not asking the right question.”
“That’s an odd way of putting it. What should be the right question?”
Phillip thinks for a minute. “Maybe: ‘How will our destinies coincide again?’”
“Ah, if not in person, then perhaps in what we do. What we find, who we influence?”
“Perhaps. Or maybe it means something to do with our… children?”
Hassid grins. “Yes! For that, I would need to eventually find a woman, but that too, is on my path of enlightenment.”
Phillip laughs again. “As it should be. For me as well.”
Hassid coughs, then raises his hands. “Perhaps not children, even. Maybe your ‘right question’ should be, if not us directly, and if reincarnation is the truth of our existence, in our next lives, do we meet up again? Perhaps both the wiser and stronger?”
“That is a real possibility,” Phillip admits. “Maybe as the avatars of Shiva and… Thoth I would guess.”
He shudders and again looks at Hassid differently.
But Hassid has moved. He makes his way forward, hefting his backpack and calling for the guides. “Come, my American friend in search of knowledge! Let us ascend the great mountain and challenge the gods themselves!”
* * *
“Crowe… Crowe…”
The chopper pilot called his name again. And again, and for the longest time, Caleb waited for his father to answer.
Then he came back to the present, to this New York rooftop on the opposite side of the world. The winds were much warmer here but just as fierce, vying for his attention and pushing him toward action — or understanding.
What did it mean?
That Pakistani man, definitely not the crimson enemy he had just viewed. He would have been his father’s age by now — pushing seventy at least. And of course, the wrong race.
But he assured Caleb that he had met his father, and this is what the vision showed him. The one connection — Antarctica. Something there…
And what else had they talked about?
Making more logical and moral sense than your beliefs?
Reincarnation?
Caleb had to probe this angle more, but the pieces were falling into place. What he didn’t understand was even if that were the case, and the crimson enemy, this Raiden, was also this wide-eyed, enthusiastic young soul journeying with his father decades ago, how did Raiden recall that event? He wasn’t psychic, which meant there was something else at play, something to deny the typical amnesia aspect of the process. The reincarnated souls typically did not remember anything of past lives, and that was the point: to start again with a clean slate. Of course, there were stories about dreams and glimpses under hypnotic regression, but for the most part you remembered nothing.
Caleb turned and made his way to the chopper, sensing the urgency had just notched up.
The pilot was screaming now, something about a breach and the building under attack. “They’re coming up! Hurry!”
Caleb broke into a run, still thinking about the possibilities, about the arrogance he sensed in the red man, about his claim to have collected the experiences of countless lives. And he thought of Antarctica, and the cavern that was, even now, calling to him.
All the answers would be found there.
When they lifted off, he had a call to make.
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Nan Madol
The next few minutes were a blur for Alexander and the others. Blindly splashing through the low tide canals of Nan Madol. No time to marvel at the architecture, no time to attempt remote views of the past, to scry the builders or mages, or aliens or whatever mystical means assembled these colossal building blocks into such wondrous precision.
Gunshots split the air, louder as Nina returned fire. She ducked, found cover and produced an MP5, blasting away at pursuers. Alexander didn’t know if she targeted the choppers above, the pair of jet skis following, or the men in black, coming on foot.
It didn’t matter, he pitied them all equally.
We may not have the numbers, he thought, but we’ve got her.
They splashed through another canal, pushing the outrigger boat and the air tanks, until it hit the bank, around another artificial embankment, and towering walls, some battered and broken in places, torn down by angry vines and merged into thicker rubble.
“You two, go!” Nina hissed, shoving the boat ahead, toward the open bay, as Alexander and Aria scrambled inside. He felt helpless and vulnerable, but then Nina and Jacob were racing back, toward the walls, the trees — and the enemies. Red-laser sights sought them out and stabbed across the debris, dancing off the water, until their targets were sheltered by the protective mangroves.
The beams swung out toward the bay, but Alexander had started the motor, and even at a low thrust, had put some distance between them and the shore. He took Aria’s hand and they ducked below the rim, not taking any chances. She met his eyes, seeing the guilt at leaving their companions, but also the fear — and the urgency.
They had to get below. Had to dive, find the treasure they came here for before it was all too late. And now, given the madness gripping the world, Alexander had the feeling everything depended on it.
On him.
He reached for the tank and the BCDs and started fitting the vest onto Aria when the first helicopter cleared the horizon, stark black and dangerous like a bird of prey, and roared toward them.
* * *
Alexander could almost see the pilot’s goggles, and the other man leaning out with a gun. Not wasting another second, he tightened the strap holding her air tank, and pushed Aria (not too gently) over the side. She shook her head, still protesting her inexperience and how she wasn’t ready. The waves had picked up speed in a rising wind as the cloudbanks turned menacing and swallowed up the low, meager sun.
He hoped the darkening sky would provide Nina and Jacob some more cover as they led away the pursuers and bought Alexander time, but he couldn’t think about any of that now. Just like he couldn’t think about Dad, or Aunt Phoebe, Orlando or Uncle Xavier or any of the Morpheus Group.
They had all sacrificed so much and worked so hard to get this far. Everything they’d been through, and it seemed the world was never in more peril.
Something below these waves could change all that. Something untouched for thousands of years maybe. How long? Back to Atlantis — or would it be the other fabled lost continent in this case, Lemuria?
It didn’t matter. Not now, not if they couldn’t evade death from above.
Aria dropped below, mouthpiece clenched between her teeth. She tried to rise, but then the weight of her belt pulled her down and all Alexander could see was her terrified eyes and her splashing hands before they were gone. The reef was around them but deeper. He knew the depth here was anywhere from 50 to more than 200 feet. He recalled the stories of pearl divers harpooning sea turtles and riding them down into the depths. Recalled tales of one (who later died of compression sickness) who had spoken of majestic columns, pyramids and other roads and canals under the depths, partially devoured by the sandy sea floor: an ancient city lost to time.
Alexander would soon find out.
He fit in his mouthpiece, strapped the vest tighter and adjusted the weight belt and his fins and then — as bullets tore into the side of the boat — he launched himself over and after Aria.
Kicking for all his life, he tried to move away from the path of fire and caught up with her quickly as they descended. He held her by the hands, steadying her from dropping too fast — or from rising. They were at twenty feet, and already his ears were tight, his face tightened with the pressure, but he gave a reassuring look to Aria, forcing her eyes on his until she calmed her breathing. He nodded, then pulled a hand free for a ‘thumbs up’ sign.
She mimicked the sign, then looked around and up.
They had to get lower. He could see the shadow of the boat above, and thought he saw bullet trails coming close to where they had dropped into the bay. Fortunately, the strong current had already brought them out and away from the initial descent point.
He reduced the air on her vest, nodding again as she did the same. Then, checking his compass, he pointed down and to the right. Had to at least pretend he knew where they were going, but really this was just a shot in the dark. Literally.
There were stories of this island being riddled with tunnels and underwater caverns, some that might lead to pockets of air, to preserved tombs or storehouses of treasures. The Japanese divers had excavated and supposedly removed hundreds of platinum coffins and other artifacts, as had Kubary, the German explorer whose boat later sank by the Marshall Islands, hundreds of miles to the East.
Aria started moving too fast and too deep, and Alexander had to kick hard to catch up to her. Took her arm and again had her wait for a decompression check, and to calm her breathing before she hyperventilated. Their muscles were working extra hard down here with the strength of the current, but the lower they were descending, the less the strain.
It soon became eerily calm. And darker. He could just barely make out large triangular dark patches floating around gracefully below their feet, and deeper, some outlines of the coral formations, too irregular to be columns, but vaguely reminiscent of monuments and statues. He tried to keep heading to the west as they descended, slower now, with Aria gripping his arm.
The water grew progressively darker as the clouds reigned above, and the light still filtered somewhat, but Aria froze suddenly and kicked back up, just as she turned on the C4-LCD Underwater light she had on her belt and aimed it down. At the black triangular shapes…
Stingrays.
Dozens of them, blanketing the area below. Their eyes and whip tails caught and scattered the beam’s illumination.
The beam trembled as she played the light all over the leathery bodies, as they glided and dipped and ascended to the light, guarding their depths and whatever else lay below. Her free hand instinctively reached for him, caught and clenched his hand.
Maybe it was the fear and adrenaline of the moment. Maybe it was something more.
Alexander had a thought, not much later, that it had to be that. Something more. Something between them. Their attraction, their connection.
It brought out his talent, merged it with hers in a new combination of something stronger.
Something…
…that could tear down walls.
In this case, blue ones.
* * *
He remembered his father telling him of the time he almost died in the Alexandrian harbor, after touching a statue head and getting an unbidden vision of ancient Rome; it had been as if his subconscious had been waiting there for the right stimulus to unleash just the right video selection — what he needed to see.
In this case, Aria’s touch spilled over his senses and left his mind so clear, so free, of all but its imminent need.
The entrance. The source, the question:
Where was it hidden?
Some part of his consciousness, the part not overwhelmed with budding excitement and cautionary bliss, knew that wasn’t quite worded in the best question form, thank you Jeopardy, but it was close enough for now.
Close enough to see what effect she had on his sight.
Her own ability to shield others from the Sight — it had to have interacted with his own, counteracting the blocking agent, or maybe he was siphoning the ability, manipulating it and using it to color his own perceptions.
Whatever the cause, it was like he donned a filtered pair of glasses to alter what his normal vision would have shown. Up until now, trying to perceive this place’s ancient past, anything about its construction or its people, resulted in a total blindness manifested as a field of blue.
But now Alexander knew the truth. What Aria could do, it was the same talent that these previous magicians, psychics or whatever had; but it wasn’t that they clouded their location and actions from psychics, past, present and future; it was that each moment, each action, as they were etched into the fabric of reality, like the recording of an album or digitization of video, were encoded in such a way that only certain few had the key to access them.
Only a few could translate and experience.
And see.
Some part of his psyche wanted to shout and share all this with Orlando, because for sure he would get it. Something about the theory of the holographic, Matrix-like nature of reality… that this proved it, or something like it.
But right now, at a depth of a hundred feet, with a terrified girl clinging to him, with a school of huge and potentially deadly stingrays swarming beneath their feet, and with deadly assassins above waiting for them to falter and rise, he had more pressing problems.
And only one solution.
He had to open the gift she had given him, the power to unlock the code and access the blue filter.
Once, what seemed like millennia ago, when he had a mother and a home, she had given him a game — a puzzle book that had hidden clues only visible under a magnifying glass with red transparent plastic instead of the glass. He knew, just as surely as if he had just held that toy over his eyes, he could now see what had been denied.
Show me…
* * *
A rush of sights. Overwhelming and fast, rapid-fire almost. It was as if his mind knew his current precarious situation and couldn’t linger on any one thing. Instead, it selected a myriad of images, collated and collected in no discernable order at first, and just flung them at him, spinning them before his eyes like a carnival zoetrope.
Bits and pieces at first, as the blue wall faded, chipped and blew away, revealing the sights beyond.
Two boys, natives wearing grass skirts; their heads painted bright colors, with crowns of bright orchids on wreaths. They race about a lush landscape as workers labor behind them, building great spires out of glimmering metal and basalt under a brilliant blue sky.
The boys carry slender sticks that could be play swords, except they hum and tremble, and anything they point at lifts into the air. It’s a competition as they throw heavy stones, excess basalt from the materials pile, tree trunks, and even a passing slave, into the air. Floating, kicking, laughing.
In the distance, tall men and women in bright, elegant robes stand on scaffolding and, holding similar wands, raise up even larger blocks, assembling complicated and massive towers, temples, pyramids and megalithic architecture.
The stones fall between the laughing twins, and then the sky darkens, the land trembles, and the winds howl.
Amid lightning streaks, the distant spires shiver and huddle among their silhouetted brethren as the city falls into a hush below before the sky erupts in a torrential rain and the winds howl and the ocean surges.
Another flash and it’s daylight, calm. Two tall bearded men stand at a balcony of a tower, supervising the city below — whose streets are now under water. People are crammed up higher amid their towers, congregating on the rooftops of smaller buildings while in other areas blocks are being assembled out of the water itself, layering in interlocking fashion as dwellings are created and roads raised above the new sea level.
The twins are speaking, but nothing is heard but a hum and a bubbling sound, and they both look up, over their shoulders, to another construction happening simultaneously: a massive project, creating a lattice-work shell for an arced dome.
A construction to cover the entire city, where dozens of robed priestesses stand on scaffolds and direct the immense stones to obey their commands, to rise and align and fit, and…
A flash… and the two brothers are under water, in bright rays of sunlight spearing from above. Holding their breaths, they look down and admire the shimmering dome below their feet, as sharks circle nearby, massive and hungry.
Another blinding light.
And now the dome is cracked, covered with grime, coral and silt, and half-buried in sand.
Time has written its name large upon the once-majestic structure. A giant hole in its apex seems to draw a family of stingrays…
Another flash, and words rumble in the waves…
“Show me the tunnels.”
And a glowing schematic appears, then blurs into another, zooming and moving around. Faster and faster, the tunnels extend out from a large land mass, one that subsequently shrinks and shrinks until it’s just an island and the domed city, its former capital, is only a submerged ruin, forgotten and lost to the depths.
But the tunnels expand, crisscrossing and descending and rising, one in particular, glowing in this vision, following the trail of an original, now-ruined and unrecognizable bridge, to the domed city.
Under the city…
Under the dome that had been engineered as a last-ditch effort to withstand the rising of the ocean and any number of other disaster scenarios. But like all of man’s efforts, nothing lasted forever, and nothing could forestall inevitable destruction. Not even zero-gravity technology or lost wizardry or psychic powers.
A true lost civilization, viewed for the first time by any psychic, Alexander thought — or maybe for the first time in such detail. Edgar Cayce was known to channel other spirits and visit those times; or maybe he caught glimpses beyond the blue filter that prevented future civilizations from learning the mistakes of the past. But whatever the case — the other Emerald Tablet was here.
Or it had been here…
A flash.
And back on that tallest of spires, dizzying and almost reaching the apex of the dome itself, rested a platinum coffin. About the size fit for a toddler.
The two brothers, now aged, with long, flowing grey beards. Their eyes bathed in emerald radiance, gazing down, past the thing glowing in the box, down below to the tens of thousands of colorfully-dressed citizens on the streets, on the canals in boats and on rooftops. The dome lets in the outside light and is painted with clouds that give way to stars in the evening, moving with the celestial mechanics of the outside world.
The brothers look grim, as if the future fate is inevitable and these people, their people, have no hope despite the most powerful artifact in their possession.
A flash, and then:
A glimpse of three huge pyramids, one with a golden capstone, amid a lush palm tree region beside a flowing river, and a majestic lion-headed sphinx gazing over an army of incalculable numbers. A green beam forms atop the pyramid, arcing out into the sky as the people roar their violent war cry.
The brothers, back on ancient Nan Madol, reach for the box. One shakes his head, and the other nods.
They close the lid on the box, first revealing that what’s inside is no longer a familiar tablet at all, but a smaller chip — a tear shaped gem. Just as fiercely jade, radiating power and spinning with runes, formulae and multi-dimensional knowledge.
It’s the same and yet, not.
The lid closes — echoing moments later as hundreds of other platinum cases close over other treasures. Minor things: gold necklaces; silver baubles and ruby rings. Hundreds of treasure chests, time capsules to preserve their most valued items, should they survive the ravages of the war to come.
The brothers lower their heads, as — shifting to the view outside the dome — the skies turn black as rolling crimson-grey clouds rush in, bringing with them cyclonic winds, massive waves, lightning, and then — a scalar beam of pure energy arcing across the globe, spearing toward the city of light and hope.
Alexander jolted back to the surging cold as Aria let go of his hand and wrapped her arms around him tight. Bubbles shot out of his dislodged regulator, his mask was a blur of her hair and bubbles, but Alexander saw other things: dark, fan-like things. Eyes, long tails and white underbellies.
They were descending through the school of mantas. And her light — dropped and dangling from its tether on her belt, spun around after the rays brushed past it and sent the beam this way and that—
Highlighting that they were nearly to the great crack in the dome-shaped reef. To the hole drawing them inside, into the past…
* * *
Alexander fought for his regulator and got it back into place just as the leather caress of a stingray caught his leg. Aria made a bubbly-screaming sound and clenched him tighter. The light spun, and he tried to kick out to arrest their descent.
Had to check the gauge.
They had been near 80 feet already and couldn’t risk much lower for too long without oxygen poisoning. How he wished for Waxman’s resources, the boat that took his young father to Alexandria, with a hyperbaric chamber, and probably the means to get a Deep Diving Suit to go down 600 feet. They might need it, if they could get the time and the chance to come back here and do this exploration up right.
But would they — any of them — have the time?
From what he had just seen, if this was it — the domed city, there was no way they could get to the bottom during this dive.
But we don’t need to… do we?
That thought calmed him. He held her tight. Felt her cold skin against his fingers. She was trembling through fear and cold, and he couldn’t imagine the terror going through her mind now.
Just keep trying to stay calm.
He found her chin, gently turned her face up to locate her eyes in the fogged mask. Tried to nod and make the ‘ok’ sign, to which she just shook her head rapidly in the negative. She struggled in his embrace a few moments longer and flinched as another ray brushed against her leg.
Then, just like that, they were out of the school.
Not out, he realized, but just under their congregation, through the fissure in the barnacle and urchin-decorated dome.
The temperature dipped, and Alexander could feel her skin tightening, goosebumps rising, but then she calmed — or more like froze.
Not in terror or deathly concern, but in awe. It was the same shared experience Alexander just felt wash over him as the light speared this way and that, finding and dazzling off structures at once alien and yet so familiar, as he had just seen them.
The city of the ancients.
Lemuria or Atlantis, his father would know for sure. More likely the former, but here was one of its greatest outposts, at one time a shining city of tremendous architectural skill and techno-magical accomplishment. A civilization where psychic-mystics ruled, and knowledge was revered as religion, and the impossible a daily reality.
Aria gently squeezed his hand again, and again a flash speared through another blue filter as his mind sought out the answer to another question:
A battered remnant of the past glory, survivors huddled on the island’s mountainous and volcanic cliffs, this peak which had been a mountain lording over the previous land’s scenic harbor. A limping old man with a gnarled staff leads the survivors to the water’s edge, where workers clear debris and pile up washed up coral. In the distance, carrion birds feast on floating bodies, hundreds of them that have risen from below.
Turning away in sadness, the old man speaks to his staff, which vibrates and hums, and then it calls to an enormous shaft of basalt, and stands it up on end, hovering, until he walks it into its new place, the first in a foundation of rectangular edifices placed on the coral reefs to create a new complex…
Back — and Aria let go of his hand. Treading water in reverence, she hauled back on the flashlight’s cord, caught it, and now with it firmly in her grasp, she aimed it down, and then back and forth. So dark, only traces of the spires and angular buildings peeked out into the light. A dome here, an arch there. The beam tread carefully over rooftops, around columns of marble and across bridges of majestic construction. Exotic fish darted away, and in the distance a larger nurse shark eyed them warily.
The light fell on the closest structure. The tallest.
Alexander was already heading there, pulling her by the shoulder. They couldn’t separate; but had to be quick. This was the tower he had seen — he wanted to tell Aria that, to indicate he knew this was it, and he had to check it.
They might reach it.
His air was getting thin, his breathing tight and strained, and he could only imagine what Aria felt. Hopefully the experience of wonder and the thrill of this discovery outweighed her fear of not only being so deep, but of potentially not being able to find the exit and get past those stingrays and rise again.
With every kick toward the spire, which seemed to be pointing at an angle now, as if the whole city had tilted during the cataclysm, he was struck with the certainty they’d never make it out, and their bodies would be lost to time, just like all those poor souls inside this dome when disaster struck. But they were almost there, almost…
Her light shone ahead, like a tether they were latched onto, hauling them in to the prize.
Alexander slowed, then pulled up.
Not because of the shark that circled around the tower’s cupola, and now seemed to be waiting for them at the balcony area, but because what he had hoped to see there was absent.
The platinum coffin.
It might have fallen off the balcony or been washed clear in a tidal wave, but something told him its positioning there in the ancient past was far too important. It was a beacon, a treasure, a riddle to solve that none ever would. Or even if they did, they could never ascend the tower, with its guards, traps and defenses.
And he thought again of those hundreds of other platinum coffins — red herrings in a game of misdirection. Each had their own guards and traps, all over the city.
His heart surged at the thought of trying, imagining a desperate puzzle-cracking quest. Of blazing his own trail and conquering a test older than anything even his father had attempted, but — still touching Aria — another flash came to him, and now at last the truth hit, and hit hard…
It wasn’t there.
This trip had been for nothing, and they were going to die.
* * *
His vision showed him the truth, and as he turned, met her eyes and reluctantly shook his head and dashed her excitement, he knew that it had already been too late.
Too late by sixty years.
Bad intel. Wrong question. Whatever the reason, they had come on a wild goose chase, and despite this most amazing of finds, they had been put into danger — and their enemy had not only expected it but let them fall into the trap.
And now Nina and Jacob were up on the surface, fighting for their lives. Two against how many?
And Alexander and Aria might never make it back, and if they did, who would be waiting to greet them?
Worse, and the only thing Alexander kept thinking and still seeing, was that none of this might matter.
Because the one who found the artifact still had it.
And in his hands, that meant the end of everything.
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Upstate New York
Bullets tore into the elevator from twin carbines, and Orlando could make out frightened screams of the men wielding the guns. He had a glimpse of a large area, a lobby with a central desk, a few windows and a main doorway, flanked by metal detectors.
Four men in camo gear. He had a psychic glimpse of them pacing earlier, shaking their heads, screaming at each other and themselves, yelling at someone to “Get our orders!”, and then firing as a door opened and anguished administrators burst through like crazed criminals escaping their cells.
There was blood, a lot of it, on the walls and the desk and a body slumped over the terminal, but these four… they were well-trained. Disciplined mentally and physically, they were fighting the onslaught of this massive change.
Three of them fired away at the elevator as the doors opened.
“Can’t you do something?” Orlando yelled to his new friend, pressed flat against the side of the elevator cab. But she just hugged herself and kind of jumped up and down, still laughing at some internal joke.
“Guess not.” Orlando held the opposite position and just started hammering the Close Door button, but it was either extremely slow — or broken in the gunfire, and the doors remained open.
If they charge in here, it’s Game Over.
He wished he had a white flag to wave. As it were, all he could do was look into the bullet-riddled back wall, the mirrored surface, to see the men advancing, reloading, preparing to fire again.
All but one…
One with his gun pointed down. Free hand to his temple, eyes clenched. Then…
Come on, buddy, see something, do something. Help…
More bullets, some ricocheting and barely missing his head. “Damn it! Come on, don’t shoot, don’t!”
Suddenly screaming. Painful, surprised shouts. A glimpse in the mangled cab wall, and it looked like the guards were now shooting at each other. Two were down and the last two—
Orlando’s cab mate started clapping her hands, rolling back her eyes and howling.
The gunfire stopped as she spun around and calmly walked out into the lobby.
Orlando tentatively followed.
Three guards were down, slumped and twitching, full of bullets. The fourth, shot in the abdomen, was slumped against the main desk. He dropped his rifle and tried to offer a smile as they approached.
“Saw you,” he muttered through a mouthful of blood as he pointed to Orlando. “With a girl, a pretty thing…”
“What?”
“And two babies, a boy and girl with… oh god, bright gold eyes…”
“Oh,” Orlando moved past the woman and knelt by the guard. Took his hand. “You can see this? Is it…?”
He was rewarded with a look of pure confusion, but a broad smile took hold, as the eyes gazed past and through him toward somewhere else.
“There’s ice. Lots of ice. A glacier maybe…”
“Yes, what else do you see?” Orlando snapped around to check the woman’s reaction, but the crayon-smeared face was just aimed away, her head nodding to some unheard beat.
“The four of you… doing something. A sword of flame, so bright, BRIGHT, don’t go in, don’t!”
The guard shook his head, trying to dislodge the sight, but then nodded, smiling wider as he focused again, this time, right on Orlando. He squeezed his hand.
“You’re going to… save them. And end this…”
“I will,” Orlando said, like an echo to a different phrase. “I promise. And you hang on, we’ll get help.”
He shook his head, and Orlando felt a gentle hand fall on his shoulder from behind.
“His part’s done,” said the woman, and the guard just now seemed to notice her.
He smiled again as his eyes glazed over. “I see it. At the end, oh my…”
His hand squeezed Orlando’s so hard it felt like the bones were about to shatter, and then it went limp and slid through his fingers. The eyes closed, and Orlando choked back a cry.
He’d seen death so many times before, so recently, but this was different. Someone he didn’t even know, a connection at once so deep and personal, and being right here as his soul, or whatever it was, left…
It took forever to stand up, but when he did, he felt like the gentle hand on his shoulder was the one that lifted him, effortlessly, in a fluid motion.
And then they were up and walking toward the exit. To the sunshine.
And all Orlando could see in that blinding glare through the windows was an equally bright glacier, a triangular mountain of ice looming under a faded, low sun.
I’m coming…
* * *
They emerged onto a field, in a valley surrounded by tall oaks, speared with a boundary of thick Douglas firs. A chain link fence, topped with barbed wire, began at the end of a crumbling, unkept driveway, and extended toward the trees on either side.
Wispy, oblivious clouds traversed an otherwise azure sky of tranquility. To his right was a hangar — old, with chipped paint and rusted arches. No planes on a dirt runway that had been overrun with weeds.
Orlando followed the woman, who moved a little sluggishly, kind of dragging along her left leg. Did she always walk like that? He wondered what they had done to her, and for how long, before they reeled that Custodian back into her body. Were there others?
He had so many questions, and so desperately wanted to sit, focus and ponder just such an objective. But he couldn’t focus, couldn’t think of anything but getting out of here, finding his children, reuniting with Phoebe and doing whatever they had to do.
He took a moment and gazed up at the sky again, trying to picture beyond the blue innocence and see what it was causing all this fuss.
“Do not try,” the woman said. “The shield is beyond sight during the day, and only visible as an occasionally pretty aurora in the early evening.”
“Great. Silent and deadly. And we have to bring it down?”
The head turned, and red-stained teeth flashed. “We all got parts to play.”
“Can’t I give it to an understudy? I’m tapped out.”
Laughter. “I like you, Orlando Natch. And your wife. Special souls, for sure.”
“Thanks. I guess. Although I’m not sure how high that praise is, coming from someone who has hidden in a mountain for centuries and probably hasn’t seen anyone since the Flood.”
They passed across the field’s border, onto the runway as they neared the hangar, and now Orlando could see the sign above the main entrance.
ROME AIR FORCE BASE
“Ah, good old upstate New York.” He frowned, trying to remember — which wasn’t his specialty. “Wasn’t this place closed down? And a new commercial base…”
He noticed the immense grey B52, a memorial plane, parked in a side field, with a plaque and statues.
“Yes.”
“Then there should be more people here. Civilians. Employees, pilots, other aircraft. A new runway?” He stopped, turning around and around, looking about.
“Yes.” The only answer, as the woman/custodian continued — not to the hangar, but to a small shed beside it.
“What the hell does that mean? What’s happening? Where are we?”
“Wrong question.”
“Huh?” Orlando’s head spun, and his temples hurt. Bad. He realized he hadn’t felt right since returning to his body, but now it was all intensifying, or maybe after the escape adrenaline levels fell, and the pain was free to return.
She reached the shed, doubled over, gasping, then lifted her face and offered a big grin once more.
“Oh shit,” Orlando said in a whimper. “Don’t tell me. The right question is…”
“When?”
He looked around again. “So — what? We shifted back in time to when it was closed? Or forward, because the memorial is there. Yeah that makes more sense. But…”
“But it doesn’t matter,” she chattered. “Went through a portal, we did, when all hell broke loose. They had one open at the base, doing their experiments without thinking. As usual. I pushed you through it as we left the building. It’s not permanent, so don’t worry yourself.”
She laughed at some inside joke, and touched the padlock, which crumbled to dust as if it had been out rusting for centuries.
“I still don’t understand.”
She got up on tiptoes and rapped her knuckles on his forehead. “You really don’t need to. We’re just taking an end route to the transportation system, one that would have been guarded, or at least safeguarded, in any other time but this one.”
“Why? Can’t we just snag a plane to get to Alaska?”
She stopped, and her smile faded. “Did I misread you? Did you get your flying license and not tell anyone?”
“No. I thought… maybe you could fly.”
“Yeah,” she said in a mocking tone, “I learned by being locked in a tiny cell all my life.”
Orlando held back at the doorway, smelling the ancient dust and the crumbling masonry, and noticing only a stairway and broken iron bannister leading down.
“But you’re…”
“All-knowing, all-seeing?”
“Yeah.”
“No. I know things, but not everything. I can’t bake an apple pie. Can’t construct a diesel engine, and sure as shit can’t fly any sort of aerial vehicle.”
“Okay then.”
“Okay.” She stopped at the top, fiddled with a control panel and flipped some fuses. “I can, however, turn on some lights, assuming the generators still run.”
He started following her down the stairs, into the gloom, which suddenly flickered to life with dull yellow bulbs set in the corners of every other landing.
“Which they do. Yay for us.”
“Yay.” Orlando began to give in to his frustration here, letting go of fear at last. “So, another question, if I may.”
“Do you have to?”
“Yes. When did you become such a jerk?”
More chuckling.
“I mean, when we met you — your custodian spirit form at least, you were this nice and gentle monk from a hidden cavern world, and now…”
She spun around, eyes wide. “I’m batshit crazy?”
“I was going to say, just kinda rude.”
She shrugged and continued dragging herself down the stairs. “Must be the merge with this mind. This poor woman… girl, who has been here most of her life. Driven mad by splitting her personality over and over, ramming some other consciousness into her. I could tell you insane stories. About spirits, untethered souls…”
“Ghosts?”
“One word for them. She was a willing receptacle for them. Her mind phased in just the right vibrational state, echoing with — oh never mind, you wouldn’t understand. Or care at this point. Just know, I feel her pain and she — well, her nature bleeds into mine.”
“Sarcasm and wit improving your dryness?”
“Maybe, kinda yeah.”
They continued descending, the air becoming thicker, more concentrated with dust and age. But somewhere there must have been a ventilation tunnel or a cave, as a light draft came from below.
He had to break the silence. “Umm, are we really in the future?”
“Shut up or I will become rude. We have to hurry.”
“Why?” He moved a little faster, catching up, but on the next pass noticed something on the masonry. What looked like fresh drops of blood. “I mean if we’re only going back to the past, we could stay here for a long time, days, weeks, and it wouldn’t matter once we returned to the same moment…”
She stopped, out of breath, head down. Then turned to him. Glared, but then looked down, and pulled her left hand away from her chest.
“Oh, shit.”
“Shit. Yes.” She sighed. “Ricochet, back there.”
A large patch of red, at first blending in with all her other gaudy decorative crayon self-art, but this just drenched her left side, under her breast.
“Future or not, this body will not last much longer. I am pushing it far beyond normal as it is.”
She kept descending. “Almost there, please hurry.”
“Hold on. Jesus, if you die…?”
“Yes?”
“Won’t that just release your inner Custodian?”
“Maybe, but I am considering another alternative.”
“Which is?”
The word came back, echoed over the last landing, and up the uncounted flights of stairs:
“Escape.”
They emerged into what looked like a grotto. Strange green lights emanated from cracks in the walls, almost like he imagined nuclear-tainted water would resemble. A concrete slab of a floor, flanked by nine pillars, in a circle around a throne-like structure.
I feel like I’m in a D&D game, having reached the dungeon’s final Boss-level chamber.
The injured woman staggered ahead, to the first of the smooth pillars. She motioned to the chair.
“Have a seat, you’ve earned it.”
Orlando studied the thing: all strange angles, carved out of the masonry itself, like it was part of the floor. “Don’t we need one of those tablet things?”
“Not with you. Visualize where you want to go. See your kids.”
He hesitated. This was it. Turned back to her.
“So… you’re really done after this?” He studied her closely, looking for anything behind those opaque eyes.
“Indeed. My part, too, is quite over. Time to hitch a ride with this poor soul.”
“And then what?”
She gave him a sly smile. “You’ve had a taste of the other side, peeked behind the curtain. You know as well as I.”
“Yeah well, I didn’t see no con man at the controls, no puppet master or movie projector or dude writing code. I don’t know what’s out there beyond all this.”
“But you know this isn’t it.”
And knowing is half the battle? Orlando choked on the surreal nonsense of the moment.
“So, it didn’t matter? What I was, what I became and what I did? Despite all that power, despite what you could do as a Custodian, an Agent? It didn’t matter? Not in the big scheme of things?”
She shrugged. Her life was fading, eyes fluttering. She sunk to her knees.
“It may not be all. Maybe we come back.”
“Ugh,” he said, heading to the chair. “Reincarnation? Got to do all this shit again?”
She coughed. “But that is the beauty of it all. Ignorance. Remember that.”
“It’s good to be stupid?”
“Garden… of… Eden…”
He perked up as he stood before the chair. Sensed a dull humming. “This sounds like something Caleb would be all over.”
“He’s not here, you are.” She coughed up blood into her palm and looked at in wonder. “Listen. One last thing to teach you.”
“What? You haven’t taught me shit. Just spoke in riddles and scared the crap out of me.”
“You’ll have a choice to make. You and Phoebe and the others.”
“Yeah. You said Phoebe had a destiny. Thought you were leaving me out.”
She shook her head. “No. You most of all.”
“Save the world?”
“Or change it forever. Your choice. You will make it soon.”
“I don’t understand.” He touched the chair. No vibrations, no shock.
“Just sit down… and shut up.”
She slumped forward, head down on her chest.
“Goodbye, Orlando.”
He settled in the chair, put his hands on the arm rests.
“Goodbye. Whoever you were.”
A chuckle, a sputter and a sigh.
He thought he should say one more thing, and all he could think of was: “Enjoy your next life.”
If she replied, he didn’t notice. Didn’t see her anymore. In fact, the pillars shimmered and vibrated, seemed to lose solidity. It was like that page from the classic kids’ book, Where the Wild Things Are when Max’s wild surroundings reverted to the familiar confines of his room.
Why did that come to my mind?
The next moment the forest was there. Only, covered with fresh snow.
He’d been thinking of the twins, imagining their little fingers in his hands, their tiny cries in the night…
The wind blew at his hair, the crisp cold condensed in his breath.
And he was there.
Here.
Now. Back in the present. The brisk air, the low sun, just a glow over and between the snow-capped peaks in the distance, like a serene painting.
Everything familiar, comforting.
The twins, Please be safe, I’m coming, I’m—
Something wasn’t right.
The house.
It was gone.
Flattened, or more accurately, imploded.
Or dear God no…
He ran.

21

Nan Madol
Splashing through the knee-deep water, Nina had little time to think about the fates of Caleb’s boy or Aria (aka ‘the new girl on the block’). She had her own son to worry about. Yes, he was Caleb’s child too, but she had no mistaken presumptions about which one he favored. Especially after hers was instrumental in destroying his beloved restored Library of Alexandria and working at the behest of a madman to nearly annihilate all life on the planet.
She ducked as a bullet thudded into a section of canal wall, shattering a section of basalt. Throwing her arm around Jacob, she pulled him to the side, around her back while spinning about and freeing the 9mm in her left hand.
Saw motion, another flash of fire from the jet ski about fifty feet away and closing. She liked her odds — doubtful he’d make that shot from a moving vehicle on choppy waves. She took her time, took her breath, and fired.
Her odds were indeed better. The rider jerked backwards, then slipped off as the ski continued a short distance before beginning to circle.
“Mom—”
She saw and heard it at the same time: rounding their line of sight from the south, the helicopter emerging as if from the higher complex of Nan Modal.
Damn it. “I see it, come on!”
They had a few moments, tops, before the chopper would locate them. First, they’d see the rider-less jet ski; and then the others fanning out, looking for them. The two more skis, the at least six men tramping through the canals or already on the island complex, darting about and hunting them.
They’d shown no indication of holding back. Which was bad news: they didn’t want to take them as prisoners. At least not Nina and Jacob. Maybe they had orders on Alexander and Aria, but she couldn’t be sure. None of this made much sense. Who were these enemies, and did they have orders just to stop anyone from getting too close to the artifact or did they actually want it for themselves?
“Mom!”
Now he pointed the other direction, and as if descending from the pale sun, another chopper came into view.
“Shit.”
This one aimed its nose right at them. It didn’t waver. They’d been located. Nothing for it but to run.
Men were shouting, and splashes subsided behind them. Nina put a finger to her lips as they scrambled and then stopped, protected in the shade of a forty-foot, leaning wall of towering logs stacked expertly above. She checked her pack: four clips, another 9mm, and the M5 with two clips. One grenade. All they had time to pull from the canoe. She handed Jacob the 9mm after loading the chamber and flicking off the safety. Met his eyes.
“I know how to shoot,” he said.
“And I know you do. I know you’ve killed. But this… this is fast, this is brutal. This is shoot, kill and shoot at the next.”
He took it, aimed over her shoulder, using it as a prop; squinted, and fired off four shots. She winced, then spun around, ready to mop up what he had missed.
But she only stared in admiration and surprise.
The lead chopper, a lot closer than she had thought, having gained on them rapidly, was hovering erratically, dipping one direction, then the next. It was so close she could see the cracked windshield and the slumped form inside. It dipped, and another form spilled out the side, dangling and then falling to crash onto a cracked wall.
“Move!” Nina yelled, as the chopper veered and then angled quickly down until its blade caught on the canal water, shattered and tore the whole shell apart.
They ran into a dense growth of mangroves, palms and vines. They were scratched, scraped and bruised, but for the moment, under cover.
Clouds had rolled in, smothering the sun, and the sky darkened, as if sensing their need for escape or reacting to the ominous mood.
She put a finger to her lips then pointed to herself and Jacob, and then to one direction. She took two steps, then held him back. Pointed up — indicating the wall beside them, overgrown with choking vines and higher up — palms. Dirt and debris fell from above, as if someone or something was up there, maybe ascending for a vantage point.
Branches cracked, more dirt and the sound of something scrambling for purchase. Nina stepped back, aimed the 9mm and fired. One clean shot. A grunt, a scrambling rolling sound, and a body fell, to be caught in the vines and jutting branches.
Nina pulled Jacob along, rather than have him look into those dying eyes that were still wide in shock and fading pain. Tight to the wall of the complex she remembered from the map that this was a potential tomb some thirty yards to the southwest of the main landing area. They made it to the edge when she heard something to their side, over the surging engine of another helicopter, which had drifted now to the north, toward the bay.
She ducked and aimed — but Jacob had already found the source. Two figures darting out of cover, aiming their AK-47s at the wall where their comrade hung, dying. He had a clear shot through a patch of foliage, and took it, hitting the closer man in the shoulder.
He spun back, screaming, while his mate — with a sensitive trigger finger — just opened fire in their general direction.
Nina slammed Jacob down hard, laying on top of him as the bullets tore through palms and mangrove trunks, shredding bark and leaves and crunching into the basalt, riddling the ancient wall.
Wincing, she took aim, lined it up and took him out with a head shot. His finger continued to press on the trigger, firing as he fell, and blasting his wounded partner with two mortal hits.
Jacob spit out moist dirt and looked back up in admiration. “Nice work.”
“Not out of it yet. That’ll bring the others.” She hauled him up. “Come on.”
Around the wall, they ducked and stayed low, then kept the cover and made a right-angle beeline, heading for the island’s interior.
“Wait,” Jacob whispered, and grabbed her shoulder. The winds had picked up, whipping the branches and leaves, and stinging sand and dirt at their eyes. Thicker cloud cover certainly helped obscure their position, but she still felt dangerously exposed.
The helicopter engine grew louder. Coming back this way. Nina wanted to lay flat, or rush back to the cover of the wall and the thicker palm leaves, but then she saw Jacob’s face. His eyes clenched tight, his hand gripping her wrist. Eyelids flickering.
He was in the middle of a vision. A precog one, by the sensations she was receiving, being a conduit and a carrier of these psychic elements. She could tell by the variations in the vibrations, the psychic thrill of peeking ahead this time, not behind.
His eyes shot open before she could join in the vision, not that she wanted to, having to keep her senses alert. Hard to hear anything now above the wind and the chopper engine. Enemies could creep right up…
“Back to the boulder!” Jacob insisted, his voice too loud for comfort.
“What? No, we have to stay in cover and lead these assholes away.” And pick off as many as we can, giving the lovebirds time for their swim and collection mission.
Jacob shook his head and started pulling her back east. “No, trust me. It’s the only way.”
“It’s blocked!” she countered, drawing the gun and trying to focus through the bending branches and flaying leaves. Something was out there.
Three somethings, coming fast, right toward them.
Damn.
She dropped to one knee even as Jacob started shooting, almost as if he knew exactly where they were.
Two fell with cries of surprise. The third got off a volley of automatic fire, in the wrong direction, before Nina took him out with two shots to the skull.
No time for any more respect for her son’s improving skill — or a combination of psychic ability and innate fighting talent. She crouch-ran ahead and scooped up one of the AK-47s. Better to use their ammo.
She ducked out of cover to get a clear shot, just as the helicopter flew into sight. Sprayed its underbelly with bullets and chipped the windshield. Tried to get inside the cargo bay, but it was closed. Bad news, she thought, seeing the guns mounted on the side.
It flew off, but she knew the pilot would just be getting some distance, then coming back at a strafing angle. She tossed the AK-47 and loaded the MP5.
They had to move. She grabbed Jacob by the shoulder.
“Again,” she said, meeting his eyes. “Why are we going back? That tunnel’s blocked, the big ass boulder…”
“It’ll be gone,” he assured her, and ran off ahead, through the dense brush and out into the coral pathway.
His voice carried back, and it sounded like he said: “…at the right time.”
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The oxygen gauge was just clicking into the red.
He took Aria’s and checked: she had burned through more, as he expected. He aimed her light away from the gauge before she could see it, and just gave her a thumbs-up sign so she wouldn’t worry.
They had to ascend. Had to go back up and out. He knew there were tunnels and access points down there, much lower, but they would never make it. Not even another twenty feet deeper, much less hundreds, if his estimate of this Pharos-like tower’s length was even remotely close to accurate.
He thought suddenly again of the tunnel system, the underground pathways and secret access points that led up to the island. Did the survivors, with the help of the remaining psychics and their technological artifacts, use them to burrow back to the city to try to find or rescue anybody?
As they approached the exit, he froze. Expecting at worst to have to clear a path through the stingray blockade, he didn’t expect this: lights speared through the depths, seeking them.
Divers.
* * *
Aria grabbed his wrist and this time the shock was faster and more direct and came with an almost electrical shock of fear. Her fear.
He could feel it, the pure terror that they were about to die. Couldn’t go up, and couldn’t stay here, nor go any lower. Air almost depleted, he didn’t even want to waste a moment and check their tanks. If his breaths were shallow and tough going, he could imagine what she was feeling, and had a swelling of pride for her toughness.
She had survived the worst life could throw at her. Her parents killed. Her village decimated by terrorists; having to be awake to block their location for days on end… She had been through hell, so maybe this wasn’t so bad. But it was entirely different, opposite in fact, from the sweltering heat and the dust and the suffocating tunnels in Afghanistan.
Still, hold on Aria.
He tried to convey this, but her grip was too intense, her fear too palpable and her oxygen — almost gone. She was gasping, and her eyes were so wide and frightened.
Their enemies were coming, lights probing into the hole. He had to act fast, and even as the visions pummeled his senses, vying for control, he tried to keep them at bay, sifting only marginally through the glimpses they offered, while he took her light and shined it up and zigzagged it along the underside of the barnacle-coral-littered dome.
Where the light almost died at the end of its beam, he caught motion: a school of fish, mahi or something large, swirling and circling in and out of a fissure.
He kicked toward, it, pulling Aria along with him, and as the trio of light beams worked through the crack behind him, he shut off the light. They swam in the dark, blind, toward the fissure — and the tunnel he had seen in his vision.
The tunnel constructed ages ago after the cataclysm by the survivors. One of dozens, attempting to reach back into the glory of their former capital… He could still see it in his mind, and he flicked the light once, while the beams behind them were scattered and the tiny forms of the divers were swimming in different directions.
He turned off the lamp after fixing their destination — and saw the glowing eyes of the hundred or so fish swarming over the opening. But first, Aria tightened her grip on him and he saw her pointing to her gauge and then wildly to her throat.
* * *
Shared tank breathing.
He had only practiced it for a minute in the YMCA pool when he took his certification class back in Rochester, but this was different. This was life or death. This was never seeing his family again. Never kissing Aria again, never breathing fresh air or seeing the world.
Or saving it.
They had to survive.
Had to get to that tunnel.
Had to breathe long enough to make it there.
She took his mouthpiece as precious bubbles scattered form his lips. She drew a breath, eyes still on his. Nodding, looking relieved, but concerned now for him. He shook his head, tightening his grip on her hand — and on the flashlight, and flicked it back off as he kicked toward the direction of the fish, and escape.
She came with him and what seemed like a minute passed, and his lungs started to burn, and he couldn’t see anything in the gloom but shadows that took on stranger and stranger forms: twisted serpent bodies, gnarled fingers, a giant squid’s conical head…
Then he had to risk it. After a glance behind them, ascertaining that the lights, still dim, were far off, he switched on the beam again. Aria drifted to him, settled in his arms and he felt her trembling. But she had her hand on the mouthpiece. Her eyes sought his, and she nodded as she took one more breath, then passed it to him.
Greedily he took it, cleared his breath and took in a shallow but desperate gulp. Another, and then deeper, and he passed it back, just after she wriggled out of her air tank, and he was impressed. She didn’t need it any longer, and it would only slow her down and lead to more oxygen deprivation.
Holding his breath, he turned and aimed the light — and was pleasantly shocked. They hadn’t gone too far off course. The edge of the dome was there, about ten yards distant. The fish scattered as if the light burned their scales and, in their absence, they created a runway of sorts, a tunnel through their wriggling cold bodies to the other tunnel he knew to be there.
But was it collapsed? Blocked? Would it be their tombs as it just led to a dead end?
No, have to believe… It’s getting us out of here. It had to lead to the shallows and the coral around Nan Madol’s temples, to its canals and walkways and to Nina and Jacob and freedom.
But first…
As he approached the crack and what he saw now with the light’s radiance was large enough to easily fit through for both of them, he feared they were drawing attention; but it couldn’t be helped. Now it was a race. He had to hope Nina had cleared the way out there, and they had something to return to; but until then, they had a tunnel to traverse. And if his glimpse earlier was to be trusted, then maybe another sort of treasure awaited. Not the one they sought, but something, nonetheless.
He wriggled through, still holding his breath and running out of time, and Aria was right behind him. If she feared tight places or worried about rushing headlong into the unknown, she didn’t show it. In fact, the opposite. She came in fast, and he saw why.
The fish had scattered in a hurry. And as he tried to see in the spinning light, all he could tell was the water was cloudier.
Redder.
Aria had her knife out, but Alex couldn’t figure out why.
Until he saw the black form rushing toward them.
The giant fin. The sparkling teeth.
Shark.
* * *
She pushed him, and he tumbled into the dark, banged his shoulder painfully and dropped the light. Her body tangled up with his, rolling and kicking. His mouth opened in an anguished cry, and the rush of icy water hit the back of his throat
They were through, he knew that much. But not much else. The light spun this way and that like caught a chaotic dance at some ballistic club, and at one point it revealed a pointed snout and blazing eyes and sharp teeth trying to break through the crack.
Great White, he thought, but it didn’t matter.
Nothing mattered except…
They stopped moving. She held him down, using leverage with her feet against the ruggedly carved walls. She found his lips with her fingers and passed the secondary mouthpiece quickly to him.
The air was so thin, barely breathable. He started hyperventilating. Fear took root, but then he realized something. It was her. Why did she…?
She had seen the shark and called to it — cutting herself. He could see the slash now on her forearm.
And then it hit him.
She was always the smart one.
With Jaws out there, the divers aren’t getting through after us.
He fished for the light, calmed his breathing and flushed out the last few coughing bits of water. Shined the beam back and saw the eyes gone, the teeth flashing away, hopefully meeting the incoming threat.
Deal with that, he thought.
We have our own shit here.
With that, Aria took the main regulator, and now he could hear her breaths, and they calmed him. Enough to turn and swim. Side by side, they barely fit, and as they kicked he took the measure of this tunnel.
Walls thick with slime and crusted coral, organisms that hadn’t seen light in a thousand years or more.
Without willing it, another vision came, shattering through the blue: men digging, digging, hauling out debris and pulling out larger stones — almost effortlessly with another staff-like object, crating everything away, into a chamber waiting not much farther, a chamber…
He started seeing red. Spots now, blossoming in his vision.
Passing out.
No…
She shook him, even as he thought he could make out something changing with the passage ahead. It widened, and… were those stairs beneath them now?
He looked up, and there was Aria, with her mouthpiece out.
No! he wanted to scream, but nothing was registering. She was going to die!
He reached for her arms and tried to pull her close, but sudden bubbles appeared in his vision, scattering like his views of the past. And then he was the one being lifted. Standing weakly, about to pass out, her fingers reaching for his mouthpiece, ripping it out.
He gasped and thought this was it. She’s gone crazy from deprivation and thinks we can breathe underwater.
Air cascaded into his lungs. It felt amazing, fresh and like heaven. For the first few gulps, after coughing out salt water and algae and grime. Then it was stale and moldy and dank, but that wasn’t something he’d describe for several more minutes; much later, after they’d ascended the stairs and took their measure of the chamber they had discovered.
The flashlight beam spiraled upwards and pierced a darkness that hadn’t been disturbed in so many generations.
“Where are we?”
Aria’s voice, timid and reverent, seemed to echo from everywhere, even bubbling up from the cold tunnel water below. It echoed, bouncing off the impossibly tall pillars, some broken and chipped, but all decorated with images in faded colors — obscure scripts, complex designs and byzantine lettering that made hieroglyphics look simplistic.
“I thought this was a burial chamber,” Alex replied, licking salt water off his lips. He shuffled off his air tank, still marveling that he could breathe in here, and let it slip into the water as he took the last step out and stood on the uneven floor.
He moved the light around from the tiled floor littered with dust and rocks, larger pieces of masonry and marble. “It’s not level. Definitely got rocked in the cataclysm, but not as bad as the city we just saw. The ground held up better.”
Aria stepped ahead of him. She shivered and took huge gulps of air as her light beam trembled erratically and danced about, trying to find anything that could be a threat — or a way out.
“There’s air,” she said. “Not the best, but that has to mean we’re near the surface, or there’s ventilation shafts.”
Alex closed his eyes, and in the comforting dark emerged a flash of one of his previous visions. “We’re near our first stop earlier. The main Nan Dawas complex — where that boulder stopped us.”
“That boulder,” Aria echoed as she carefully pulled off her fins and gingerly stepped around some jagged stones with her bare feet. “Seem to recall we couldn’t budge it last time.”
She turned and as the beam played across a portion of a mural depicting a breathtaking seaside landscape, she met Alex’s eyes. He saw resignation and fear there.
Taking her free hand, he held it to his chest. “We’re not dying in here.”
“And I’m not swimming back through that tunnel. Not without air, and with a shark, and murderous divers and angry stingrays and…”
“And we’re getting past that boulder.” He pressed his forehead to hers. Felt her arms circle around his back. She tried to smile, their lips so close, and he leaned in — just as something moved in the interplay of light and shadow.
By the looks of the shadow, something huge.
Towering over them with some sort of weapon.
* * *
He screamed and backed up, pulling Aria beside him as he fumbled for the light. Aimed it, hoping to blind whoever it was, but the attacker didn’t move. Didn’t blink, didn’t waver.
It stood over them to the right, beside the first pillar. Fifteen feet tall, with a broad chest and rippled arms. Colorful floral skirt and boots, and a crown of once-resplendent colored gems, while in his grip — a great staff, curled like comma at the apex.
“Thought you vision-swiped this chamber,” Aria said, gripping his arm from behind, and eliciting a slight chuckle. “Old bronze statue here didn’t show itself?”
Alex let out a long sigh as the beam left the sad, expressionistic eyes, then roamed across the main area to the flanking statue — its twin beside the next pillar. Half of this statue had been sheared off, along with the base of the pillar. Its staff, likewise was only a fraction of its former length, a broken bit clenched in a damaged hand.
“Didn’t linger long enough,” he replied. “Kind of pressed for time back there. And…” He turned slowly and reached for her hand. “And I didn’t realize that touching you would…”
She frowned at him, then understood. “It works both ways? I can break through the shield?”
“I don’t even know if it’s that so much as you’re the same — as whatever caused it in the first place. Whoever caused it.”
“Except I don’t have the Sight.”
“Right, just one side of it.” He glanced back to the walls, to the mural displaying crowds going about life along the majestic bridges and in the harbors of the ancient city. Then he returned his attention to the statue of one of the Twin-Kings.
He shook his head. “Actually, not like them. They had both skills, so they probably didn’t even know of the blocking ability. It was something, maybe an evolutionary byproduct — protection from both present and future enemies. Like a subliminal set of weightless armor.”
“Okay, role-playing boy, I don’t really get it, but I get enough. Touch me and you can see what was normally blocked.”
He nodded, smiling as he caressed her fingers, taking satisfaction in even that innocent tangible connection. “That’s one of the benefits.”
She laughed. “Such a charmer. Okay, pick something to see, touch me… more, and find us a way out of here.”
He did, squeezing her hand tighter and bringing her close. Their lips found each other this time, and when he closed his eyes, the stale air took on the sudden fragrance of lavender, of orchids and incense. And he saw: This brightly-lit chamber, with mirrors sending dazzling beams in patterns of geometric beauty and lighting up the two statues flanking the bodies of their kings in ceremonial coffins — as they are lowered into alcoves below.
A priestess with golden-brown skin and long braided hair stands before a packed congregation of surprisingly jovial mourners. She wears a gown like a mermaid’s fin, and shuffles forward, removing a necklace from the one body, the one who must have been older by minutes, as he wore the larger crown. She takes the necklace with the familiar jade gem and holds it up. For a moment her eyes cloud green with the penetration of some kind of power into her mind…
“We should use this,” a dark-haired, dreadlock-maned muscular man whispers in her ear. He exudes the element of a warrior, or a general. “We can invade their minds. End the conflict with our enemies before they unleash the Doom we foresaw.”
She shakes her head solemnly and looks upon another section of the murals on the wall: the same city landscape, except now the sky is darkened, and flaming comets streak from the sky, and tidal waves are set to pound the embankment walls and the domed city teeters on the edge of a chasm as fire rages through the streets and bridges collapse.
“We cannot. That way invites complete annihilation.”
“Then let us invite it. And let us die as warriors.”
“It will let in the Others, and that cannot happen. We have sworn it to them.”
Then she drops the necklace into a platinum coffin held by a waiting servant.
With equal reverence, the servant then passes it to another, and then another — and a series of glimpses trail a montage back to the domed city beyond, still above water; and the box ascends the largest Pharos-like tower, to be placed beside the eternal fire, under mystical runes.
Back to the chamber, the coffins are lowered, the floor sealed over, and the statues moved into place over their bodies.
Moved effortlessly, floated as the mourners bow and weep.
Moved by another priestess, this one holding a staff almost twice her height, a staff that later fits…
He snapped out of it, squinting as Aria aimed the beam in his face.
“What?”
He blinked and let go of her hand — and the vision. Scanned the floor, seeing a broken section under the eastern statue, and he wondered if they could smash through and find the body.
What treasure might be down there? Or under this other one, if they could move its statue-tombstone?
Treasure, however, wasn’t his top priority. They had their way out. Or so he prayed.
* * *
“You have to ask yourself, why boulder up these tunnel entrances, and this one especially, with such a large boulder?”
“Because…” Aria snapped quickly, but then paused as the question’s true purpose sunk in. “Because… they could.”
Her eyes darted around, then settled on the staff in the kingly statue’s hand.
Alexander had been looking at it as well, and then met her eyes. “Yes. Need to try it.” He walked to it carefully, studying the walls, the pillar inscribed with the indecipherable script. Looking for dart holes, any traps.
Aria came up behind him. “Thinking if you grab it, the ceiling drops on us?”
He took a long breath. “Actually, I thought the floor would drop to waiting spikes. That would have been my guess, but…”
A flash as she contacts his shoulder, and a scattering of blue confetti in his mind gives way to an image of this room: much cleaner, dazzling in gold and platinum trim, and that tall, golden-skinned priestess with gems in her braided hair stands reverently before the statue, gently placing the staff in its grasp.
He blinked and was back, frowning, eying the statue’s hand, and seeing the fit of the staff. The angle, even after the tectonic shift, had lifted the base somewhat, making this easier.
“It slides out,” he said. “But I think it’s ok to take it.”
“No traps?”
“None that I saw.”
“Great. Snatch and grab,” Aria said, smiling, and moving toward the upper length as Alexander settled his hands on the lower grip, ready to slide it upward.
He was somewhat surprised that it didn’t cause an immediate reaction when he touched it. No hum, no vibration, no…
As soon as Aria touched it, however, it was a different story. He felt a jolt, a searing flare that sent his hand away, red. The staff slid out gracefully for her and seemed at ease in Aria’s hands. It almost scraped the ceiling as she balanced herself and spun it slowly in her fingers.
She smiled at him. “Seems to like me.”
“Makes sense,” he said, rubbing his hand on his wetsuit. “You must have the genetic DNA from this line of ancestry. The Blue Screen shield, it was an innate side-effect of their talents. So, this tool — whatever it is — works with their biological-psychic makeup. And now it’s working for you, at least so far.”
Aria shrugged. “I like it, and it feels cool.”
Just then, they heard muffled pops from somewhere close, and echoes of sloshing steps behind them, in the tunnel. Alexander gave a wistful look around the chamber, lamenting the knowledge and the stories the murals and the writing on the walls and pillars all cried out so desperately to tell. The entire lives locked up in story form here, stories the world had forgotten. In most scholarly venues, they had even denied the presence of such a grand civilization.
“We’ve got to go.” Alexander gently took her arm and led her toward the hallway, and the arch with the boulder and debris blocking their exit. He could taste the warmer air seeping through some cracks, and now could hear the popping sounds clearer:
Gunshots. Right on the other side, as if someone were pinned down, desperately firing their last shots.
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Alaska
The temperature change didn’t register for minutes, but when it did, after Orlando had scrambled through the wreckage, digging frantically under boards and masonry, fearing the worst, the cold hit with a shivering blast of reality. A layer of snow, several inches thick, lay over the valley and carpeted the hills; sunlight dazzled at the icy in the distance and Orlando’s eyes were pierced with hundreds of pins of light.
He blinked and looked down at his feet. All around — wreckage everywhere. No smoke, no scorched earth. It was like some colossus had taken the cabin in its hand and just crushed it with utter disdain.
His hands numb, scratched and bleeding at the fingertips, he took a step back.
This can’t be. I was just here.
The other him. The one with power. He could have stopped this — whatever this was. What happened?
Hundreds of footprints around. Boots by the look of it. But no vehicle treads. The driveway farther back was still unplowed and unblemished.
Then how—?
The wind settled, and a feeling of slight warmth tingled around the base of his neck. He turned up his collar and dropped to one knee before lowering his head. Blew into his hands to warm them, then closed his eyes, still seeing the remnants of the house, the glittering lights off the hills, and the cloudless sky.
He knew what he had to do.
With remnants of after-visions in his mind (the sight of the library-tree, other kaleidoscopic dimensions, and a realm impossibly distant yet within his grasp), he relaxed his mind.
And the visions came.
* * *
A figure all in red. A thin but well-built man in a snowsuit of sorts. Maybe an Olympic skier’s outfit, but bright crimson with jagged sporty black lines, lightning-like, across the chest and back. Sleek boots and red gloves. A crossbow on his back, and a quiver of black darts beside it.
He stands before the door to the cabin, in the stillness of twilight. The sun paints slanted shadows to his left, where the dozen or so men in ski masks and white-brown camouflage jackets stand, AK-47s ready. They look tense, scared but alert.
The man in red holds up a fist as he reaches back and readies the crossbow, loading it with two arrows, one in queue.
“Trust nothing,” he instructs them in a low voice. “And don’t be fooled by their appearance. Or anything else that comes our way.”
As if on cue, the wind picks up, gusting from the north, enshrouding the team in a swirling cyclone of ice and blinding particles.
A roar, then: a rending of flesh. Red liquid and something steaming flies through the air. Men scream and there’s a huge dark form rampaging through their midst. More gunshots, and in the obscured cloud of ice, bullets tear into team members even as the great black bear’s claws rend through flesh and bone, and its jaws clamp down on someone’s head…
The crimson man curses, then kicks open the door, ducking inside just as bullets riddle the door frame and shatter the nearest window.
Inside, he raises the crossbow and aims — at the two toddlers sitting innocently by the embers of a dying flame. Their eyes are wide and pupils huge, mouths open, staring at each other, and yet not seeing. The door slams shut, and before the intruder can get off his shot — the roof caves in just above him.
With catlike reflexes, he rolls and ducks to the side, under a sturdy table just in time. The cabin collapses around him, the side windows explode, the walls buckle and the cyclonic wind tears inside.
He can just see the two children between the table legs, wispy hairs on their heads, cute Disney onesies covering their bodies down to the booties, giggling as the ice flakes swirl around them.
More screams and howling from outside. More automatic weapon fire. The bear groans in ferocious anguish. The man struggles against the gale, and the ice blasting against the goggles he’s lowered. He holds the crossbow steady even as more bullets tear inside all around him, just missing.
And he fires.
A small dart, tipped with a tranquilizer point, bites into the first child’s shoulder.
The toddler falls back slowly, eyes widening in confusion and a look of unfair play.
The other reaches for his sister, even as the winds calm by half, and the screams outside fade and the bear slumps in mortal pain.
“Sorry,” says the red-clad attacker as he notches the next dart, lines it up carefully…
The table groans as the rest of the cabin’s infrastructure disintegrates and collapses in on itself. The fire douses itself and the walls turn to dust, but the last dart fires.
And everything else blows away in a final gust of frigid wind and snow.
And the man in red rises slowly, brushing himself off.
He’s alone amidst the dead and dying — and the two sleeping children. His quarry.
Sheathing the crossbow over his back, he advances. Tenderly scoops up each child, holding them both to his chest as he walks into the swirling mist, in the dying light, toward…
Where did they go?
The vision blurs, the darkness threatens to close in.
Not yet! Orlando insisted.
No vehicles, no tracks… Orlando tried desperately to remain in the vision, holding to the trance, the sense of ‘otherness’. The feeling of his body retreated, still kneeling on the cold ground, the warmth fleeing from his legs.
Where…? The vision shifted and—
Helicopters. Black ones, armored and sleek. Men in camo fatigues running, retrieving the fallen, and the twins — set in an encased futuristic-looking basinet of sorts. The man in red surveys the area, narrows his eyes, nearly in the direction of the vision’s point-of-view. He mouths something that looks like: “Don’t follow.”
And then he’s boarding the last chopper, and it rises in a cloud of ice and snow, and—
Orlando rocked back to the present and jumped to his feet in alarm, panicking.
Helicopter engine roaring, the winds blasted ice and snow his way. He could barely see, throwing up his arm over his eyes.
They’ve come back!
Defenseless, he was done for. The twins, the mission, everything gone. He waited for a hail of bullets to shred him to bits, but instead he felt a rush of a body slamming into his.
Thin arms around his neck, a slender but familiar figure pressed against his chest, his arm thrown aside and there were lips meeting his in a powerful kiss.
Phoebe!
He pulled back in surprise, overjoyed but totally disoriented from the vision and the sudden juxtaposition of reality.
“How are you here?”
Phoebe’s wide eyes sought his and were full of wonder. “I took a conventional craft. How the hell are you here? All the way from New York? And where…” She pulled back and looked around in horror. “…are they?”
Orlando took her arm, brought her back to him.
“They’re safe, trust me. But only for the moment.”
She turned up to him. “You saw…”
A nod. “We don’t have much time, but I know where they’re going.”
A look of tempered relief crossed her eyes. “Good. Get in, we’ll chopper to Denali Air Force base. Tell me everything on the flight.”
“You won’t believe half of it.”
She squeezed his hand and shook her head as the freezing winds whipped through their bodies but failed to chill their hearts. “We’ve both said that before, and it’s never been true.”
They held that position, and held each other, as Edgerrin’s men scoured the site, and one of them — with a sensing device of some kind, dug through the rubble and came up with the ancient sphere. Blackened and scratched, but otherwise whole.
Might need that, Orlando thought. He squeezed Phoebe’s hand, and let her lead him into the chopper, taking the first step to saving their children and ending this nightmare that had ensnared the entire world.
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Nan Madol
The 50 Cal bullets sprayed the water around them, tore through the mangroves and blasted the canal walls. Every dogged step, every splashing near-fall, Nina expected to feel the hot lead tear through her flesh, or worse — hear the mortal scream of her son. They half-swam, half-hurdled the last fifty feet, occasionally firing over their shoulders, in the angle and direction of the machine fire above.
There were others out there, ahead of them or following, and she could hear more splashes. All pretense of stealth was gone at this point. She had their hopes pinned on Jacob’s psychic hunch, and he had led them right into a dead end.
She had grenades in her pack, and some thoughts on how to use them to thin the enemy herd, but ultimately that tunnel to the ancient tomb would be their own tomb if help wasn’t where Jacob said it would be.
They made it to the tunnel, wet and scraped and bleeding from tears in their pants and shirts. Bullets held off now, as the chopper probably had to refrain from potential friendly fire. New pops sounded right and left and rained down around the tunnel and tore up the coral foundation. Nina covered Jacob as best she could as they crawled as deep as they could into the recess of the shallow tunnel.
Need to buy time.
She dug into her pack as Jacob hammered another clip into the 9mm. He covered her while shouting over his shoulder. “Alexander?”
The boulder didn’t answer.
Shit.
Found the two smoke grenades and the one concussion. Heard the steps and the scrambling outside, even as the helicopter grew louder, most likely trying to get the right angle to spray the tunnel with 50-Cal bullets.
Can’t let that happen.
She pulled two pins with her teeth. First a smoker. She tossed it so it would roll to the entrance and the courtyard, spinning as it started spraying smoke. Into the path, two figures came around the side, momentarily startled—
— and then she tossed the concussion grenade over their heads. It exploded with a thump, followed by a pair of screams and shredded bone and flesh, gratefully obscured by smoke.
She crouched with the MP5, and as the helicopter engine rumbled ahead, she let loose through the smoke at an upward angle, and side to side for good measure in case any other foot soldiers were braving the entrance.
“Alexander!” she heard again, echoing in the ringing of her ears.
In her periphery, she saw Jacob leaning against the boulder, awful close to the tunnel wall, where there was the slightest gap. He had his ear there, and his gun pointed down.
He seemed to be nodding.
She heard nothing over the firing of her gun, except the answering volleys of the 50-Cal.
Shit. Out of time.
They weren’t going to make it out alive.
But then she felt the hand on her shoulder, forceful, shoving her, and she imagined for a moment it was Caleb and they were back under the Pharos, and he had advance warning of the flooding trap. This time she went with it, right as her clip emptied and she could almost see the red-hot bullets searing in slow motion over their heads as they ducked, running to the opening. Into the billowing smoke, where Jacob pushed her to the left and fell flat with her, rolling to get out of the way…
She rolled, dropping the MP-5 and reaching for her 9mm, looking for a target, though she doubted it would help at this point.
But there it was, hanging just a hundred feet up, nose down at an angle, the pilot grinning with a war high, raining hellfire into the tunnel and through the smoke. He saw them, and started to turn slightly to get a better angle—
But that was as far as he got.
Like it was shot out of a pinball spring, the boulder launched from the tunnel, rolling until the exit, where it just picked up pace, launched into the air and crossed the hundred feet in a blur, crunching into and through the chopper, shattering metal, glass and flesh.
It kept going, trailing wreckage until arcing and splashing down into the bay.
As the pieces fell, as the body tumbled onto the basalt planks amidst the carnage, two figures came out from the smoking tunnel.
The girl held an impossibly long stick, held it forward with difficulty, only now loosening her grip.
Jacob dusted himself off, then grinned at his mom. “Told you.”
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Alexander didn’t have time to enjoy the thrill, to shake off the otherworldly feeling of this is just a dream or no way we’ve just solved the mystery of how the ancients moved these monstrous blocks (although he still didn’t understand it). They had been at the exit where the boulder effectively blocked up the ascending tunnel, and Aria had tried wielding the staff.
Determining that she might have the only shot of unlocking its power since she seemed to carry the genetic trait of the psychic dampening field, she took it and tried focusing on the properties of the staff. Alexander didn’t know what it was made of, but it felt like some kind of carbon-marble composition, and not wooden at all — fortunately or it would have decomposed by now.
Whatever it was, Alexander guessed it had some kind of electromagnetic configuration that interacted with this location’s magnetic field. Maybe it was this specific geographic location on the planet. He wanted to delve into theories that megalithic sites were purposely built on ley lines tracing across the globe, locations of power where misunderstood forces prevailed; maybe it was because the magnetic field in this area was conducive to this sort of scientific-magical construction process. Something was screwy with the compasses around here for sure, and he imagined this staff might be attuned to the user’s own thought-waves; it directed them through the staff’s electromagnetic signature to negate a targeted object’s mass, and then employed vibrational thought-energy to affect movement.
He wanted to spend hours and days and weeks with this, imagining the experiments he could run, the conclusions he could prove, and the benefits they could deliver to the world with this technology.
But this wasn’t the time, and he didn’t have the expertise to investigate. All he knew was that when Aria focused intently on the boulder and aimed the staff, he felt something like a trembling in the air. The floor rattled, the walls shook, and the boulder moved, slightly.
Aria giggled, and she said her arm tickled.
Right after that, they heard Jacob’s voice from the other side. He’d found them, seen them while Aria’s shield had been down. He and Nina were trapped on the other side, with a chopper and armed soldiers closing in. Only one chance — something he had foreseen — was that the boulder would and could be moved clear, giving Jacob and Nina an escape.
What he hadn’t foreseen thought was the extent of Aria’s control, of the utter weightlessness of the rock once she adjusted the parameters of whatever control she asserted. Once Jacob and Nina had gotten out of the way, she gave it what she thought was a nudge to roll out and away — and instead it shot out of the tunnel like a cannonball.
A deadly accurate one, unfortunately for the helicopter and its pilot.
Alexander led her out the tunnel, where they cautiously stepped through the smoke, avoiding the remnants of two soldiers and then gaping in horror as the chopper went down in pieces.
“Told you,” Jacob said from their left, but Aria’s scream cut off their reunion. He spun around and saw her on her knees, pointing the staff upwards and across her body like it was a shield. Rocks tumbled from the closest wall as a lone soldier in black scrambled up there, around a palm tree, trying for a clear shot. The destruction of the chopper and the sight of a projected boulder surely gave him momentary pause, but now…
Bullets flew.
— The wrong direction. Up, and wild, as Alexander saw the attacker no longer had his feet on the basalt top level. Upended, his legs flailed, and his arms swung wildly, even the one holding the gun and pulling the trigger.
Aria swung the staff laboriously, like in an exaggerated golf swing. Then pulled it back along the same path.
The man flew up and arced out short distance, and then as if on a bungee tether, his motion slowed, then stopped. Wildly flailing, he was hauled backward and crashed with a bone-shattering sound into the ancient coral-and-basalt wall. He tumbled down like a broken doll.
Aria gasped — and now dropped the staff.
Nina bounced up, cat-like, and ran to the body, keeping her 9mm trained on it. Alexander and Jacob joined her, but Alexander looked back to Aria, who now seemed shells-hocked. He understood.
She had, in the space of under a minute, just ended two lives with a power no one could have imagined. Granted, her actions saved their lives, but he of all people knew the toll such an act took on the soul. He had dealt with it in Mongolia, and the look on that man’s face he shot had never left his thoughts.
He moved fast and stopped her from coming closer. She didn’t need to see the after-effects of her handiwork. She accepted his embrace and buried her face in his shoulder as Nina talked to the dying soldier.
“Who the hell are you people? Aligned with Boris?”
A coughing sound, and the man’s voice cracked and made a watery, sputtering sound before it cleared up.
“Boris… gone. Just here to thin your team even more.”
Alexander felt his blood boil. He eased off from Aria, held up a finger, then went over to the others. “Why were you really here? There’s nothing to guard anymore.”
Nina and Jacob looked at him in shock. “What do you mean?” she whispered. “We came all this way…”
“For nothing. A false vision. Or…” He thought for a minute of the sight he had down there, touching Aria…
“An old one…”
The fleet of some twenty naval vessels, with the rising sun emblem blazing on their sides, stationed off Nan Madol on a clear summer day. Divers drop into the choppy bay. Some with tethers, others free diving. Locals forced at gunpoint to do the same, more familiar with the depths.
Another view: from deep below — what look like depth charges, men descending, dozens at a time, some coming up with boxes and artifacts, and one in particular…
A native, holding onto a huge turtle aiming for that crack in the coral reef, the opening that was really the entrance to the ancient city…
Through, releasing the shell, gliding to that first spire, dimly lit in phantom plant growth and dissipating sunlight, and the alcove at the top of the sacred tower. Almost breathless, he just grasps the platinum box and kicks away.
Some kind of spring trap attempted to close but was brittle and ineffective. The prize drifts away, back up to the crack and through before the diver holding it runs out of air and breathes in the salty embrace of death — while pushing the box upward and through the mantas, where a Japanese diver, nearby, catches the light glinting off its platinum surface, before it descends, and swims down to the investigate. His eyes widen as he closes in…
“They took it. Back before the war.”
“Iraq?” Aria asked, hopeful, and from personal experience.
“World War Two.” Alexander stepped closer, frowning at the intensity of the dying man’s gaze — upon each of them, as if he were sizing them up for weaknesses. “A diver brought it up along with everything else the Japanese could find while stationed here.”
That’s right,” the man spoke, and his voice took on an Asian accent. Thick and confident, supremely so. Almost arrogant despite his proximity to death.
“You found it.” Alexander said, just as he glimpsed the diver again, the one coming up with the platinum coffin, checking inside, and reaching for the sole green gem, shaped like a teardrop.
Not sure why I know that, but it’s him.
“What?” Nina was still pointing the gun at his face, but it wavered now with her confusion.
“It’s him,” Alexander said, cocking his head. “Our real enemy. But… not him.”
The man grinned through bloody teeth.
“Can’t be that guy who found it,” Jacob said. “He’d be like, a hundred years old.”
“Ninety-seven,” the man said. “But who’s counting. Congratulations on escaping the tomb, on using the ancient technology.”
“You’re welcome?” Aria had crept up behind them. “Who the hell is this?”
“I’m someone who had been, and will be, for a long, long time. I have ultimate memory, and am close to much, much more. I’m… sure I’ll be seeing you and your other psychic friends and family soon. I have the twins, and with them…”
Alexander dropped to his knees, reaching for the soldier’s throat. “You have who?”
The dying man smiled, gagged on blood, and his eyes blinked fast. He said something like, “…Antarctica.”
And was gone.
Nina stepped back, putting away her gun. “What the hell was that?”
Alexander shook his head. “I think someone remotely possessed that guy. Got into his mind. Saw through him, spoke through him, like a puppet. Maybe he could have done more, but the body was dying.”
Jacob coughed and looked around nervously, expecting more. “And he’s been pulling the strings here? This 97-year-old?”
“I don’t know,” Alexander said. “That gem — it’s like the Emerald Tablet. Maybe made from the same stuff.”
“Wasn’t it a meteorite?” Aria asked.
“Yeah, with special properties forged in a psychic bond by an early high priest.”
“Okay,” Nina said, “whatever it was, someone found it, took it from where we were supposed to find it, and now…”
“Now we’re screwed,” Jacob muttered.
“No, now we have a new objective.” Alexander felt the winds die as the clouds rolled away and sun emerged, clear and with a touch of much-needed heat. “Need to get the team to work on it. Get us focused.”
“After we dry up, warm up and get the hell out of here,” Aria said.
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Somewhere over Peru, heading to Antarctica
In the Cessna 680, Orlando and Phoebe sat in comfort that was anything but comfortable. Phoebe had just dozed off, but her hand was still in Orlando’s, their fingers interlocked, her head on his shoulder. He could hear her fitful breathing, and hoped her dreams weren’t wracked with guilt and fear.
He couldn’t sleep. Didn’t feel even the need for a momentary respite from the world. Maybe it was his time in the ‘other place’ as a custodian — a feeling already unworldly and detached, as if it never happened. But maybe, he thought, it changed me. Did I come back with any enhanced powers of sight, any telekinetic abilities perhaps? Something Jedi-like, please?
He held out his free hand and aimed across the cabin, to the side of the pilot’s door, to the fire extinguisher beside the parachute. Opened his fingers, narrowed his eyes and concentrated. Come to me…
After a minute of nothing, despite feeling a tug of something in his mind, like he had momentarily shifted outside his body, nothing continued to happen.
“What are you doing?”
The weight was gone from his shoulder, and his other hand was being squeezed hard. “Trying to Skywalker something?”
Orlando let out a sigh and turned to her, attempting an innocent smile. “Just passing the time, trying out my lack of inherited powers.”
Her look softened as she brushed back her auburn curls and gave his hand another squeeze. “I’m sorry, I can’t imagine how you’re dealing with this shift back from… that.”
“I don’t really know. It’s weird. Sometimes I still feel detached, out of it all and…” He shook his head and sagged in the seat. “It’s like I was the ultimate superhero, like a god for a few moments, and then had it all snatched away.”
“You really were there? Outside and with… the others?”
“At least one of them. The one you saw at Shamballa.”
“Who told me of a great destiny, or whatever.” She rolled her eyes sadly. “Not sure that’s still in the cards. Hell, if he didn’t even foresee his own end, how good could he be?”
“He sacrificed himself. Or just wanted it all to end. The program… it thrust us out of time. I only had an hour or so in there and still it felt like several lifetimes. For the others, living in multiple dimensions, jumping around in time and existing for centuries, it had to be just unbearable after a while.”
“But…?”
“But why didn’t he help out more? Or the others, or myself? I was trying — but only for you and our children, because those are bonds that I’d never let sever.”
She smiled at him. “No matter how high and mighty you became? That’s sweet to know you’d still think of us little powerless folk after you made it big time.”
“You know what I mean. And no, I don’t think of you as powerless.” His look hardened. “And definitely not the children.”
He had told her of his vision — what they did when attacked, calling on nature and controlling local animals.
“What do you think they can do? Really do? And why do our enemies want them so bad?”
Orlando thought hard, remembering the tree of energy and data as light, the golden leaves and shimmering branches, all packed tight like DNA strands, with 0s and 1s in accessible and legible patterns.
“I don’t know exactly, but they were about to open the way to what I can only think is ultimate knowledge, with a capital freakin ‘U’. Something we’ve been denied, as humans, since… the Fall.”
Phoebe squinted. “You been reading a Bible? Adam and Eve?”
“The Apple…” He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe there’s some truth to the story. Maybe it’s not just a parable or a sweet origin tale.”
“Yeah, sweet. Packed with evil serpents, betrayal, lies and getting our asses kicked out of the all-inclusive fun place.”
Orlando turned his gaze out the window, watching the majestic peaks of the Andes not too far below. “I’m thinking maybe the apple was a taste of that ultimate knowledge, a little glimpse of what came with the full-access membership.”
He shrugged again, as something shuffled and then thumped beyond the pilot’s door a few feet away. “And that ruined something big time, but, honestly, I want to talk to your brother. Mr. Alternate Theories would be all over—”
Another thump against the pilot’s door, and then the speaker crackled.
“Good afternoon, lady and gentleman. This is your former captain speaking.”
Phoebe and Orlando glanced at each other in confusion, and rising concern.
“For the last few moments of your life, this plane will now be piloted remotely by yours truly, as I wait here in the land of ice and snow, at what would have been your final destination. As I look over the sleeping figures of your so-lovely twins, before their imminent sacrifice.”
Orlando rocketed to his feet, but Phoebe was already ahead of him, taking three steps and then launching herself at the cabin door. Locked, she pounded on it before Orlando got there, screaming.
“Just everybody calm down,” the captain’s voice continued. “We’ll be landing — nose-first against the Andes, in about… one minute.”
* * *
“Sonofabitch! Open the door!”
Orlando had a sudden glimpse in his mind: the pilot, glassy eyed, mouth open and drooling, pushing forward on the stick. Behind him, in a heap against the door — the co-captain.
A stutter in the vision, and now the pilot is clad in all red, with a helmet-mask, which turns to observe the observer. Then another glimpse: a man, dressed in red, cross-legged in a cavern or tunnel of some sort, light streaking in beams from an aperture above; all around him, artifacts, statues and artwork, and around his neck… something scintillating like an emerald. His brow is furrowed, but his lips curl back in a smile just like the pilot’s…
Phoebe looked up helplessly to Orlando, who just said it: “He’s been… whammied or something.”
But the voice intruded again, haughty and unconcerned. The man in the cavern — his lips move in time to the pilot’s voice: “And don’t worry, the rest of your team won’t be making it either, so at least soon you’ll all be together in death. I had originally planned to let you reunite you with your kids before the end.”
“If you hurt them…”
“But your friends back in New York decided to go ballistic on us, bombing my whole enterprise, without even scrying for collateral damage.”
“The twins!” Phoebe went pale, gripped Orlando’s wrist.
“Fear not, they are safe. Your brother and Mr. Montross really need to get on the ball and ask better questions before choosing violence willy-nilly. Anyway, now, I’m just angry. Need revenge for this setback, and sorry but you’re in the right place, right time — for me. Sadly, for you.”
“Release us,” Orlando said, a little desperately. “Let us land, we’ll work this out.”
“No thanks. I have what I need, and my hopes of working together with the Morpheus team have been a tad soured of late.” He sighed, a long, static-interrupted sound. “Tragic you won’t get to enjoy my coming rule and the millennia of peace to come. But again, I thank you for flying with me.”
Orlando clenched his eyes shut and this time got another glimpse: the twins rest in blankets on a table, and other dark figures move about a massive pillared chamber of ice, while something fiery hovers over them like a sword.
The plane dipped hard, nosing down.
Orlando reached for her.
Phoebe screamed.
* * *
“Definitely whammied,” Orlando yelled after they collided into the first chair and held on. Phoebe managed to grip the seatbelt and hold onto Orlando, as his legs thrashed in the air behind him. His stomach reeled, and his guts felt like there were being pulverized.
“How?” she screamed.
Managing to get one foot on the cabinets, he steadied himself, still gripping Phoebe’s hand. “Mind control? Maybe the worldwide psychic shit has left everyone vulnerable to it?”
“Then why not all of us? We’re not—”
“Debate it later. Now, we have to jump!”
“While in a nosedive?” Phoebe screamed back at him, shaking her head.
“What, then? Pray?”
“That, and… improvise.”
He saw a light in her eyes, a calmness and confidence that hadn’t been there when they first met. It had come later, evolving after surviving death, after beating back forces far more insidious than this. After giving life to two new individuals.
“We’re not leaving them,” she said in a lower voice, then yelled louder. “Hey! Asshole in there! You’re crashing this plane for nothing. You forgot about one thing.”
Silence. Out the windows: a blur of peaks and snow, of jagged rocks and a patch of blue back up there somewhere.
Then: “What?”
Phoebe smiled, and to Orlando’s questioning look, whispered: “Fourth-down bluff play.”
She yelled again, “Parachutes, asshole. Sayonara, we’re busting out, and we may be delayed after landing, but our team will find us. We’ll get to the nearest airport and have one of our own piloting this time, and we’ll find you. We’ll end you. And if, by God, we find even one bruise on our kids, so help me…”
The plane trembled, then started to level off. Orlando’s stomach did a couple backflips as he dropped and stumbled back to his feet. Now they were climbing slightly, then veering about level. Out the windows, still high up, but in the midst of the Andean range.
A rattle at the door.
Phoebe, catching her breath, motioned to the pilot’s door, to the side of it, where…
Orlando didn’t need it spelled out. He was there in a second, just as the door opened and the pilot emerged, eyes scouring, narrowed and somewhat dazed, Orlando brought both hands around in dual fists, swinging in a great arc with all his might against the pilot’s temple.
He spun and went down hard. Down but not out.
“Uhnnn. Liars…”
“Yeah, suck it up,” Phoebe kicked hard, breaking the man’s nose, by the sound of it. Then she grabbed Orlando and pushed him into the cockpit with her.
“What are you doing? Let’s tie him up and get the chutes and…”
“No chutes on this plane.” She shoved him into the left chair, then quickly — as the pilot shook off the pain, roused himself and stumbled toward them — slammed the door and activated the reinforced locks.
“Sorry,” she said, sitting beside Orlando now. “I checked that first thing. No longer mandatory, and these guys didn’t give a shit, apparently.”
“Great, so…” Orlando looked out the window, with alarm. “…we’re just going to crash into that range right there.”
Phoebe was listening, but not completely. Between the pounding on the cockpit door, and the voice ranting about them only delaying their deaths, she was all over the panel, looking for the radio controls.
“Just grab the stick, lover boy. Pretend you’re in one of your video games. Keep us from hitting anything and let me think.”
Orlando did as he was told. He quickly found the sensitivity range after a few jumpy motions and turbulence that felt like he was in a car running over a herd of turtles. The range ahead of him, coming up fast, was now edging away to their right. He ascended slightly, to fifteen thousand feet, and only after the plane steadied did he realize how hard his heart was thudding.
“I can’t believe I didn’t puke back there,” he said, not sure why he said it, but figured it might lighten the sense of impending doom.
“Thanks for that,” Phoebe said, and gave his arm a reassuring touch before she went back to the controls. Clicked on the audio mic and leaned in. “Mayday. Flight… 244, if I remember right, bound for Buenos Aires. Off-course, and pilot incapacitated. Request urgent assistance.”
Orlando risked a glance and met her eyes: still scared, but oddly confident.
“We’re not going to die today,” she said, without a trace of doubt.
“I wish you had your uncle’s gift, so I would believe that for sure.”
“Believe it. And trust me. No, trust yourself. You’re going to land this plane, and we’re going to walk out and—”
“Get on another one?” He shook his head. “Oh no, not trusting anyone ever again. The entire world could be whammied at this point.”
“Don’t have another choice.”
“What about now? Maybe we could zap that other presence out of our pilot and get him back up here.”
“How? With an exorcism? You already smacked him upside the head, and it didn’t work.”
“Yeah, well we—”
“Flight 255, this is Manco Opano Airport, Peru, outside of Cuzco. You are one-hundred and fifty miles due northeast of us, and we’ve been alerted to your arrival. We’ll talk you through it.”
“What?” Phoebe and Orlando both said it, incredulous. “Who alerted you?”
“Had a call through secure channels from Washington DC. That’s all we know, other than that they said if you didn’t trust us, we were to tell you the name, Morpheus.”
“Well, anyone could…”
“And that someone you taught recently to trust herself is now asking that you trust her. And her visions.”
Phoebe’s eyes widened, and she breathed out a great sigh. “Victoria.”
Orlando nodded and took the headset she gave him. Adjusted the microphone to his lips. “Okay, then.”
He looked over the dizzying array of controls and dials. “Damn bit more complicated than my Xbox controller.”
“You’ve got this,” Phoebe said, now squeezing his shoulder.
“I’ve got this,” Orlando repeated, into the microphone. “Okay, ground control. Take me down.”
“Will do, first adjust your heading to these coordinates. You’ll see on your left…”
Orlando followed the instructions. And his mind was open, and it was almost as if he sensed what had to be done, the sequence and the steps, before he even heard them.
In ten minutes, as they descended toward the highest lake in the world, then arced a few degrees east to Cuzco and its landing strip, they saw nearby what looked like a war zone from Iraq: pummeled buildings, smoke rising from decimated craters, warehouses in flames.
Cloud streaks from F-18s arced off and out of sight.
Ground control broke in, oddly non-committal about the scene of destruction off to the east, but with a different element to make he and Phoebe glance at each other in wonder.
“One more thing this Morpheus contact told us to relay to you. Apparently other members of your team have been airborne a few hours, coming in fast from Micronesia. They’ll land in three hours and have requested a plane fueled and ready to take all of you.”
“Let me guess,” Orlando said, meeting Phoebe’s cold, determined and impatient stare. “We’re going to Antarctica.”
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Raiden snapped back to himself.
That didn’t go as planned, but again, it didn’t really matter. Maybe if he’d had the complete disassociation that was achievable in the water tank, he might have been sharper and had full control of the host, but it wasn’t to be. These efforts — the pill production and disbursement, the admittedly petty attempt to crash the plane — side quests only, immaterial to the main storyline of this game he and his brethren had been playing for ages.
At this late stage, no one could deny him a little detour to exact some satisfaction.
Taking over that host in Alaska had been fun. A well-conditioned soldier with skills and reflexes to fit the job… it had been an exhilarating, but short-lived excitement.
However, that was twice now he’d been thwarted. He didn’t like it, especially not from the likes of the un-inspired. True, they had other gifts, tracing back to a lineage of powerful mystics; they had the benefit of expanded consciousness and remote viewing, some clairvoyance as well. But he had something far greater in addition to some of those skills.
He had never really explored the psychic side of things. He could have had lifetimes to perfect those gifts, but that was the problem. He knew the brevity and frailty of lifetimes, and the inability to pass on that knowledge, those skills. No, he had always had his priorities.
He had strengthened the ties to the past, had sought out the others in this select group of true Gnostics. The behind-the-scenes warriors of truth and wisdom.
In different times they had warred side by side.
Memories soared, collided and merged into a seamless tapestry of wonder, mayhem and cohesion. They had fought together at the Battle of the Bulge, at Waterloo and Kiev, at Dunkirk and Berlin and Culloden and Cannae.
They were there for the Reign of Terror, the dedication of Solomon’s Temple, the lighting of the Statue of Liberty, even the consecration of Caleb’s precious Pharos. His society was aware of theirs, of the Keepers and the Seers, and it was often debated why the vagaries of the afterlife selection never took hold, one in the other, at least to their knowledge. Granted, the percentage of the population granted these psychic traits were far rarer; so, it could have come down to simple statistics, but Raiden doubted that. Too often he had seen the Hand of Fate involved here in their lives, in their pasts and futures, in the destinies of all sides.
It really was a game: Them and Us. Both sides seeking to understand the Truth, to pry apart the stubborn veil over reality. Their side was still playing catch up though, having to start from square one every lifetime, learning little pieces of the truth along the path of their too-short lives, while his… had eternity to build upon.
The nature of reality for example… the illusion, the ‘maya’ as his ancestors in the Indian continent called it, was well known but not a game-changer by any means. Whether this world, with its myriad dimensions and holographic tendencies, was a construct of some Other Intelligence, or whether it was a sub-atomically verifiable physical world with its own provable rules, it didn’t matter. As long as you understood the rules, played within them or knew how to get around them.
For example, with artifacts of power, objects imbued with energy from outside the system.
He gripped the charm around his neck and thought about enhanced consciousness, training one’s mind to pierce the dimensions, bend the rules and expand one’s powers to thrive outside the rules.
The key was to keep improving the time of recollection. Still too much life wasted, wandering in ignorance until the ability to retrieve one’s memories.
The twins were the outliers. The ones they had been waiting for these long years. A perfect combination of genetics, spirit and… something else.
He stood, stretched and prepared.
Morpheus could have these little victories. The war was all that mattered. The Eternal War of light vs. darkness. Truth vs. ignorance.
Sadly, those who had once fought for knowledge were now the ones holding it back.
It didn’t matter. Nothing would stop him now.
The twins were headed to the South Pole, despite what he had just told their parents. They had never disembarked here. They had a greater destiny, and an urgent introduction with the others at the bottom of the world.
At the Tree.
He shivered just thinking about it. I’ll be there soon.
Walking into the shaft of sunlight, he breathed in the fresh air, soothing after the long walk through the tunnels. He recalled just such another walk, over fifteen thousand years ago… a woman carrying a newborn in her arms, fleeing the warfare above after the cosmic destruction had rained down upon the world.
Nowhere had been truly safe, although the altitude here had offered refuge for centuries.
He smiled. Who needs remote viewing when the brain was built to store the multitude of memories from lives so long past? Gone, but not gone.
Not if you knew where to look. If you had the key, if you could unlock all the doors closed at the time of death.
He moved ahead, climbed the first set of rocks and then found the handholds carved into the wall ages ago. Long since overgrown with vines, but that would only make the climb more efficient. First, he checked his phone for service, then sent a message to the private airstrip three miles distant to send the helicopter.
As he climbed, flexing his arms, moving steadily and with powerful reaches, his necklace throbbed, and pulsed and activated memories from even older still.
So high above the city, where the dome barely held back the winds and the raging waters, and the land tipped, and the world cracked open. And the advisors all urged retaliation and use of the great Tablet of Destiny.
But cooler heads said no, and it passed from mystic to mystic to warrior-priest, all the way down, through the under-regions of the great tower, to a chasm far below, where it was — with great reluctance — tossed into the depths, thousands of feet into the molten core. It may not have been destroyed, but with the flooding to come, those depths and the narrowness of the chasm made it all but unreachable for good.
He kept climbing, and then another memory came. Returning from the chasm, his hands still trembling from the box that held the Tablet. Ascending to a room with twin warrior statues. Around the neck of one, an emerald gem, almost lost among the other charms and gold and jewels.
Hidden in plain sight.
A piece of the Tablet, hewn free ages past.
Another memory: a desolate landscape: the green chunk of space rock. A giant of a man with a hammer of pure dazzling diamond, chiseling the rectangular shapes; not one but two. And there, a piece of the rock, just as smooth and scintillating and otherworldly. Shaped like a tear, glinting in his eye. Boring a hole through it, then feeding a thread of golden fabric, creating a loop, fastening it and letting it settle around his neck.
Back…
Other memories could be accessed, more visions of hands that had touched the gem, necks around which it had been worn, people it had controlled; cities ruled, civilizations created…
His destiny had always been caught up in it, in some way… destined to find it again and again. For what ultimate purpose?
The others knew, and had taught him, showed him the unending connection of his unfinished lives. All working toward a singular outcome.
He climbed, ascended and went over the ridge. Found himself on a rocky plateau. Looked east and saw the distant smoke. He let the anger build a little, then pushed it away. He held the charm and saw through the eyes of the chopper pilot coming his way, as planned. Sought further and sought out anyone in the village, down in Cuzco.
He had a momentary fragment of a dream where one of the F-18 pilot bombers was accessible. A quick fantasy played out: taking over one of the pilots, adjusting the flight plan, coming back around and strafing the runway…
Taking out Orlando, Phoebe and their new plane.
He had a moment of pity for these amnesia-plagued souls that had such a disadvantage. They had barely lived, learned so little, played the game for only a fraction of time’s long, long existence.
It wouldn’t be hard to remove them from the board, but then, where would the fun be in that?
Far better to let them try. Try to beat him to the Pole. To the cavern.
To the twins.
He shook off the temptation to possess another body. Instead, he sat, cross-legged. Breathed in the dry, cool Andean air, and focused on the small dot of the chopper coming his way.
Soon, they would all witness his ascension.
The regaining of Paradise and the bringing of Light.

28

“I can’t believe they won’t let me fly.”
Nina scowled at Orlando. “I can’t believe you’re still alive. I’ve seen you drive.”
“No,” Alexander chimed in, scooting closer to the edge of the seat so he could look back on the others. “That’s really cool! You actually landed a plane!”
Orlando rolled his eyes. “Did you miss the whole part where I was a Custodian for a day? I could bend time and space and annihilate planets with a thought…”
“Did you?” Aria asked, touching Alexander’s shoulder and peeking around him. “Do any of that stuff?”
Orlando looked down and shook his head sadly as Phoebe patted his shoulder. “Um, no they had me kind of busy, jerking me around to find our kids.”
Phoebe cleared her throat. “Who we had so carefully hidden.”
“Sorry.” Orlando put his hands to his head. “And sorry, this… coming back to my biological brain… it’s been like squeezing an ocean into shot glass.”
“Must hurt a bit,” Nina said with a snort, then leaned back in her seat and slid her eye mask on. “Wake me when we get to the bottom of the earth. I’m a bit tired. I actually did fly a plane.”
“I flew!” Orlando insisted with a pout.
“My pilot hero.” Phoebe leaned over, gave him a quick hug, then looked to the pilot’s door. “Although Nina, I’d feel a little more comfortable if…”
“The whole group and your bro back home scanned him and insist he’s clear.” She sighed and turned up her iPod shuffle. “Gonna get my rest for when I need to shoot more people later.”
Jacob fidgeted in the seat next to her. He had a bad burn on his forehead, and scrapes all over his arms that were either infected or turning into rashes.
“You guys have been through hell,” Phoebe noted, and said with an equal mixture of sympathy and admiration.
“Wait ‘til we tell you it all,” Alexander said, some excitement building. “We got so much wrong.”
“But some right,” Jacob amended.
“Goose chase,” Aria said with a sigh, rubbing her hands together.
Alexander took one of them. “But it brought us closer. All of us.” He nodded to Jacob.
“Surviving a gun fight can do that,” his half-brother said.
“So, what do we do now?” Phoebe asked.
Aria looked out the window, as if, from 35,000 feet, she could see the entire world. “And what the hell’s happening out there?”
“Well,” Orlando said, “we had some time to kill waiting for you…”
“Which was painful,” Phoebe mentioned. “Really painful. The kids…”
“We’ll get to them,” Orlando reassured her. “But from what we’ve gathered from the news—”
“And YouTube.”
He gave her a look. “Fine, you tell them.”
Phoebe forced a laugh. “Well, Armageddon is subsiding, at least a little bit. In part thanks to us.”
“Us?” Jacob asked, stretching in his chair. His voice sounded interested but his body language suggested imminent boredom.
“One of our own. A recruit named Victoria.”
“I found her,” Orlando bragged.
“You let her go.”
“Only cuz that dickface mind-flayer dude screwed with the test. I knew she was good.”
“In any case,” Phoebe said, “she’s done more to calm down this whole mass hysteria than anyone or anything else.”
“People are still struggling with it.”
“I can imagine,” Aria said. “Got to be overwhelming. Peeking in on anybody or anything. Finding out stuff that’s well, secret.”
“Secrets are good,” Jacob said. “We better fix this shit soon. I have enough secrets I don’t want out. And can you imagine if…” He made a motion with his thumb toward the dozing Nina.
“Right,” Alexander said. “More than a few enemies might want some revenge.”
“If they haven’t already learned all they need to know.”
“At least our location is hidden for now,” Alexander said. “Thanks to you, Aria.”
“You’re welcome, I guess. Although it’s a passive thing, and I guess I better stay awake.”
“No Nina naps for you.”
“Nope. So, what’s the plan?” Aria asked. “How do we turn it off or whatever? The global shield thing?”
“Xavier and Diana are working on it. They have some idea that we should be able to depolarize it or something and destabilize the shield.”
“Across the whole planet? And if it’s gone, everything goes back to normal?”
“As normal as possible, we hope.”
“Giveth, then taketh away,” Jacob murmured. “I like it. Very Machiavellian — kind and cruel at the same time.”
“Okay,” Aria said with a scowl. “Not sure that analogy works, but we’ll let it go.”
Jacob leaned back, feet crossed in the chair; he closed his eyes. “I’m just bummed we couldn’t bring that cool staff of yours. Have a feeling we’re gonna need some extra-ancient-bizarro weaponry where we’re going.”
“Me too,” Alexander said.
“Dumb question,” Orlando said with a shaky voice. “But has anyone tried looking over there? To the pole?”
Alexander, Phoebe and Jacob just stared back.
“Tried,” Alexander said, “and failed.”
“Blue?”
“Yeah, and also just… unclear. I saw a man in red entering a cave. Lots of wind and ice and a sense of something inside. Something so… I don’t know, just intense. So much that I wasn’t allowed to see it. Like when I was ten and wanted to watch The Exorcist and Dad said no way.”
“I saw the twins,” Phoebe said. “Caught in the twisted branches and vines of some enormous tree. It looked like something out of a nightmare. All shadowy and with spiked branches that…”
She bit her hand and shook her head. “…pierced their little bodies.”
Orlando held her as she trembled.
“It was as if they were being drained, feeding the thing. Only it wasn’t the tree, it was like… that crimson man was there, connected to it, under it maybe. The roots feeding his mind, and all these lights traveling from our kids through the sap and into his brain…”
“Yuck,” Aria said. “That isn’t going to come true. I swear, we’ll get to them first.”
“I know. But I keep hearing that Custodian’s voice in my head, from that place under the tunnels in Afghanistan. Your children are the key…”
She swallowed hard. “I’m freakin’ scared.” She checked Orlando’s expression, trying to find some hope. “I kind of wish…”
“I was still in the other phase?” Orlando said it quietly. “Get in there, get them and close this shit down?”
“Exactly.”
“Only, I don’t think it would’ve worked that way. Remember what the Tesla-Custodian said? He lost touch. They all did… with their former selves. With their family, friends or even the world at large. The onslaught of the infinite was really crazy. You lose sight of the little things.”
“Like our little problems of life or death.”
He touched his head and his eyes locked on something far away. “I felt it all slipping away, like my body — and everything ever associated with it — was just a blip in the timeline of eternity, and not worth a second thought.”
“Damn,” Phoebe said. “You really know how to make a girl feel important.”
“Yeah,” Aria seconded. “Maybe you should copyright some of that for Hallmark.”
“Sorry, just saying it like it is. Not my fault. But I had a small window of time when I was definitely still me. And could get to them. I bought them some time, but then the event happened, and they terminated the program and pulled me back.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. Maybe that was Miriam’s brainchild. And the plan of using a fake vision projector like Boris… genius. But it backfired, it appears. Sucks to be the victim of karma when she’s such a…”
Orlando stopped when he saw Phoebe’s questioning eyes.
“Anyway, maybe we should all try to sleep until we get to Antarctica.’
Phoebe was about to protest that she’d never be able to sleep — all while issuing the biggest yawn Orlando had ever seen her take, when she did just that.
Dozed off to the murmuring voices and the gentle humming of the engines.
And stayed asleep, mercifully without dreams for almost six hours, until someone screamed or shouted and woke her up.
Jacob sat bolt upright, along with Nina. She had been absently reaching over to touch his hand, and it had sparked something, triggering a vision.
“Dad!” he yelled, hands gripping the seat rests as if the plane had dropped from the sky. “In trouble!”
Nina flung off the eye mask and glared at everyone with annoyance. “Damn that impulsive idiot! He’s going in alone.”
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Antarctica
On the USS Marcos, a mile off the ice shelf at Ross Bay, Caleb stood inside at the portside promontory. He had just come up from his temporary quarters, where he had managed a quick lukewarm shower. He changed into thermals, wind-breaker khakis, boots and a cotton navy turtleneck that made him feel like he should be on the prow of a Nantucket whaler vessel smoking a corn pipe.
Arctic gear was prepped and ready: heated parkas and climbing boots, gloves and hats, goggles and flashlight head-beams. Edgerrin finished a call behind him, conversed with the Navy captain and two others, then came to stand beside Caleb.
“How are you holding up?” Caleb asked. He never took his eyes off the distant peak past the bluffs and the crashing surf, beyond the jagged glacier ridge and the steep ascent to where he’d seen the satellite imagery of the pyramid-shaped mountain. They’d mapped the best route in, and were just waiting for dusk, after noting some defenses and patrols along the way.
Edgerrin’s reflection was resolute, almost as if painted in transparent greys and whites upon the glass. “Would be better if I could take those blasted meds. The visions are insane. But I’m focusing. Like you taught me.”
“Hone your mind,” Caleb said. “Shut out the temptations, focus on the mission. Might even get a glimpse of something that could help us out here.”
“It’s working. Weird being on the other side of all this.”
“’Weird’ is a good word for it, I imagine. Feeling a bit of that myself”
“That and having the weight of the world on my shoulders. Trying to keep to the day to day. President… clinging to life. VP and the cabinet… dead or incapacitated. Others out of their minds. NORAD prepped and defense satellites all on high alert in case someone else gets possessed and launches on us — or our allies or anyone else we can protect.”
He let out a long sigh. “It’s a lot to juggle. And then Montross and Ms. Montgomery. Gave then full access to NASA systems and the HAARP facility. Praying they can figure this out and shut this shit down. Get us all back to normal. You on this side of crazy, me back on the other, normal, side.”
“In time,” Caleb said. “And I hate to say this, but we may want to wait and time it right.”
“What do you mean?”
“I sense that many members of that army waiting for us may be incapacitated themselves. Or at least, not playing their A game.”
“Great, so they’ve probably sensed us coming.”
“That’s a safe assumption.”
Edgerrin massaged the back of his neck. “Bring it all down too soon, and the filter’s off, and our advantage gone. And—”
Edgerrin suddenly groaned and dropped to a knee. The captain shouted something.
“Saw it, sawit, sawit, runrunrunRUN!”
Edgerrin shoved Caleb to the side room with the arctic gear, and as he stumbled, at a loss for what was happening, he saw it:
Streaks of light arcing from that mountaintop, from concealed turrets under the ice.
Missiles.
Heading for them.
* * *
The next few minutes were a complete blur of violence, explosions, frozen water and counterfire. Somehow Caleb got to the boat, still struggling into his parka. He threw on the hood and vehemently refused the heavy gun thrust into his hands.
Despite the explosions, the ringing in his ears, the ice and water and flaming wreckage raining down around him, all he could think was: how would I even pull the trigger wearing these heavy gloves?
The destroyer returned fire, missiles streaking from the side bay and deck port, but the Marcos was in grave shape. Flames raged over half the deck, gaping holes were torn in the near hull. Still, she struck back just as hard. The glacier plateau erupted in several locations, and as Caleb looked through the spray and the smoke, the wall of ice seemed to be sliding down into the sea, a graceful but terrifying avalanche. Tiny forms tumbled amidst the white: defenders, guns and vehicles spilling into the icy waves.
Edgerrin gripped Caleb’s shoulder and pulled him back. Took his spot at the prow, aiming with a scoped rifle of some kind. Caleb couldn’t see anything clearly. Heard his name, and more shouting. Other soldiers were in the rescue craft with him, and two more boats roared to life beside them. They skipped over the tumultuous waves and raced toward shore.
More explosions and chunks of ice—
An image of something in his mind: blurry at first, then resolving. Pyramidal, ice-covered. Ancient. Beyond ancient. Hazy with a blue screen around it — a screen that became more and transparent.
Splashes of icy water, and he was tipping with the boat. A deafening scream in his ear, spearing past the echoes of explosions and then — he was submerged into a world of utter cold, like nothing he had ever experienced.
A shock of frozen agony, it sliced through the thin blue veneer in his mind — the last vestige of the shield blocking the sight of what lay ahead, calling for him.
And he saw it: not one pyramid jutting out from the ice, looming immensely over tiny human forms at its base, but two more — misaligned in a row, not unlike the familiar precision at Giza, reflecting the belt of Orion in the night sky.
As he descended, mouth open but not breathing in the icy waters, and before the hand grasped his hood and hauled him up, his mind reeled under the flood of warm, sunlit images:
A jungle world. Lush, developed with roads and spires, appearing like a cross-architectural menagerie: turrets and spires alongside open-air temples; Greek-style pillars beside gothic archways; hanging gardens, wide canals and immense waterfalls gracing every hill… and the Pyramid he had just seen, looming over it all, dazzling and golden, shimmering in the sun while thousands basked in its rays and went about their lives.
Beyond this pyramid, a trail up the side of a steep cliff to a plateau where shade drapes the land, cast by the gargantuan branches of a tree so huge, so thick, majestic and almost godlike in its grace. Its leaves dazzle, its branches ripple with a fluorescent energy and its trunk seems so vast it can hold all the world’s temples and churches side by side and stacked high, housing their bricks and mortar — and their very scripture, verse and belief…
The branches creak, and something slithers in the foliage, knocking down bark and leaves. Something with hungry eyes.
Eyes searching for him…
On his back, staring at the blinding sky where a dim sun burned somewhere. Forms bustled around him. His chest heaved — coughing, he realized, hacking up mouthfuls of icy liquid.
He heard a rumbling somewhere, like an engine peppered with sputtering bangs. Focusing, he saw Edgerrin crouching beside him, firing with precision bursts here and there at what must have been waves of enemies bearing down on them.
“Can’t be!” he shouted. “Our forces should be here!”
Caleb coughed and half-chuckled, half-choked. “Not…ours anymore,” he tried to say.
Come on, he thought. Put it together. Our enemy must have turned or possessed the troops here. Probably a while ago, recruiting them to his side, knowing that he was coming for whatever they were guarding.
What were they guarding?
Did they even know? Or were they just doing their jobs, assigned to the bottom of the world to protect the greatest secret ever discovered?
Caleb thought of the recent visits to this location by world dignitaries and religious leaders. They had been shown something, told something — that had changed their world view, shattered their preconceptions and brought about a new move toward harmony.
Was it the revelation of another civilization, long-forgotten, or something far more ground-breaking? Was it along the lines of the multi-verse concept, the Custodians or UFOs in our midst? So many theories and conspiracies, he couldn’t track — or rank — them all. But if he tried, if he had just a moment of peace amidst all this carnage… the blue screen was down, he could see it. He could just about…
But the numbness and utter chill seeped into his bones and the wind ripped through his every cell, and it felt like he was being disassembled by the frozen hands of some mischievous ice demons, and he couldn’t focus for one second. He had to get warm, had to get dry or he’d have—
— nitrogen narcosis, rising too fast, and…
…and for a moment he was back under the Alexandrian harbor, touching that stone head of Isis, the one that had started it all and led to his recuperation in the hyperbaric chamber on Waxman’s yacht where his visions continued.
Where am I?
It was like being in two places at once: in the warmth of the Mediterranean and on the icy shores of the Antarctic. Straddling both times and locales in his mind.
Gunfire and explosions still popped in his ears, only now the Greek setting was being torn apart by the shells, and men in parkas raced this way and that, firing and shouting orders, and there was Edgerrin — (but he wasn’t even around during the first mission) — and now he dove over Caleb, still shooting at what must have been a massive group advancing on their position.
Caleb cried out as a hole punched through Edgerrin’s insulated coat. Red streaks on the ice as he spun around, tilted and tumbled out of view.
Shadows fell, guns pointed at his face, and Caleb peered up through the pockets of warmth from the Egyptian sun. Clinging to that other place, to the warmth of the past, he fought off the chill…
Long enough to clear his vision and see not only in the present — in the brutal cold of this icy battlefield (where the battle was clearly lost) — but also beyond it, beyond the veil of secrecy and eons of blindness, to find the man who now spoke to him through the mouth of another.
One of the soldiers stood up straight, lowering his weapon. He was out of breath, but his voice was restrained and calm, yet encouraging.
“Mr. Crowe, thanks for coming. Let’s get you out of the cold and show you what you’ve been searching for all your life.”
* * *
Caleb could feel his head moving even as he was lifted, pulled up by several others, helped to a transit vehicle of some kind, ushered into the back seat where he felt a true blast of warmth. The possessed soldier got in beside him, then pounded the back of the driver’s chair, and they took off.
Before he knew it, he was out of his coat and a sweater and a heavy insulated heated blanket had been wrapped around him. Through it all, he kept mumbling. Words that he realized, formed a question.
One question, over and over.
“Who are you? Who are you?”
The man to his left, youthful but hardened by the elements, just grinned. After a moment, as the driver veered around a bend, still ascending, sunlight speared in from a low angle and dazzled Caleb’s eyes. He squinted, leaned forward and saw it: their destination. Up a steep and winding ramp of ice, toward the triangular summit of what first appeared to be a mountain but was clearly an edge of an immense pyramid.
Knew it, he thought. Damn fuzzy Google Earth images.
Dizzying in height, massive in width, Caleb could barely breathe as he shuffled to the window to look out and down. For a moment, his mind did it again: bifurcating and existing in the present, observing this icy anomaly, and also in a past so ancient as to be beyond prehistoric even: a lush world of vines and greenery and plants so huge and alien they could have been at home in an epic sci-fi movie. Rivers and waterfalls cascaded in the dazzling glow from the gold-plated pyramid looming over everything like a cyclopean behemoth.
But the same in both worlds: an entrance, halfway up, in the shape of a great, triangular arched door, plain and opening into welcome darkness.
“Who are you? Who are you?”
The words still came from his trembling lips as they neared the doorway.
This time, an answer came, of sorts.
“That’s the wrong question, Caleb. You know all about that problem, right?”
“Wrong question,” he echoed. “Wrong…” He blinked and tried to pull back from one of the worlds, and found himself in the warmth, in the dazzling blaze from the pyramid that wasn’t just glowing but trembling, as if it could barely wait to reveal the secrets inside.
“What’s the right question, Crowe?”
“Not who are you.” I know that answer already anyway. He blinked down now at the tiny forms below, the men and women of the past age. Bathing by the river’s edge, working at the village in the valley, writing, painting, designing, planning…
“Then?”
“Who were you?”
The silence stretched and lured him back to the grinding of the tracks into the ice, of the engine rumbling, until the soldier leaned in and spoke…
“That is not only the right question, Crowe, but the one…”
Caleb flipped back to the present, to where, at the edge of the ascending pathway, in the arched doorway, a man in red robes calmly awaited him, and finished the sentence:
“…you should be asking yourself.”
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NASA Headquarters — Washington, DC
With the six elite guards who had been with him since Long Island, the ones he trusted not to be on the mind-susceptible drug, Xavier secured the control room, stationed two men outside the main doors, and had four others patrolling inside.
Diana got to work accessing the systems, locking out other users and establishing a secure channel only to the bunker under the White House, to Edgerrin Temple, and to this room.
“Expecting trouble?” she asked, head down, scanning the control functions and security measures, determining what she had access to down here, and rerouting the command functions.
“Always,” Xavier responded. He pulled up a chair. Sat and faced the door. Hands clasped in front of his face. His eyes were pained, brow furrowed. Elbows on his knees, he started to rock.
“Xavier?”
When her hand touched his shoulder, he flinched. He still hadn’t quite gotten used to this body. The way it reacted to her touch. It was… off, detached and not yet integrated somehow. He cursed Mason Calderon again, and every day. It shouldn’t have been this way.
Beats the alternative by a light year, he reminded himself. But still, what she must think of him. The sacrifice of going from the man she fell in love with, to this… monster. He could only imagine, and the unshakable doubt gnawed at him every day, to the point he wanted to brush off her every touch as underserving. He couldn’t accept it, despite her assurances that she didn’t see skin deep. This was different. Xavier couldn’t even bear to look in the mirror some days; and like now, by habit, he still wanted to run his hands through his thick red curls, only that was someone else.
A person long gone.
He shuddered again as her hand massaged his neck, then gripped him tighter.
“What is it?”
“I sensed something.”
He met her eyes and saw her look of anguish. This was hell for her. For everyone, but she must be tortured by so much more. To have so many questions, and she had been caught up in a world of mystery. From the death of her father, to the shrouded archives of the Smithsonian where she had worked and had been denied the truth over and over.
And then of course… to the man she loved, who just so happened right now to be carrying the one artifact that prevented her (or anyone) from glimpsing anything about him psychically. He hadn’t been sure what glimpses she had up until now, until Orlando handed over the sphere for their safekeeping and protection on their way out of the Masonic Building, but if she hadn’t already learned too many things he’d rather she didn’t know, then it was too late now.
The ancient sphere rested in a bag at his feet, along with a .45, a satellite radio, a couple of power protein bars and a bag of hostess donuts. Orlando’s habits had been rubbing off on him.
“The planetary shield,” she said, grimacing. “I see the component elements from the earth’s magnetic core. Exit points through ancient sites and ruins of lost cities.” Diana held her head with her free hand. “But, I can’t quite see… what was done before. I see there was a shield, ages ago. It was up, and the world was like now. People couldn’t handle it. They tried. Changed the frequency, using some sound-harmonic thing. I see it, an array, like at HAARP.”
She reached for Xavier, pulling him close like she had just lost something so dear and needed to cling to anyone, anything.
“Calm,” he said. “You must be asking the right questions, and damn you’re strong and focused, to see that far back. It must be… millennia.”
She shook her head, almost sobbing into his neck. “I don’t want to know. Not really, not when…” She groaned. “I can’t stop it, all the visions coming from questions I’ve had locked away my whole life. Boxes in a vault with its door ripped open.”
She backed up slightly, eyes fluttering back, and he watched, helpless but encouraging. She needed this, and just maybe it would clear her thoughts enough to focus on their main task at hand.
Because God knows I can’t focus.
All he could see was death and destruction.
She went on, speaking non-stop, breathlessly, about the locked finds in the Smithsonian hidden archives, about tearing open vault after vault and spilling relics that shouldn’t be, revealing things about the breath of the Phoenicians’ travels, about jackal-headed Egyptian envoys crossing the Americas, about Roman-style ships landing on the Caribbean isles; she raved about flying vessels glimpsed over Niagara Falls in some prehistoric era. She went on, unlocking and uncovering things, trying to veer back to the mission, trying to see the way to destroy the shield or stop the impending comet, but she couldn’t focus on either.
We’re quite the pair, he thought, struggling with his own onslaught of visionary Armageddon, interspersed with other equally heart-stopping visions:
A cascading series of fireballs streaking into the atmosphere, selecting targets and blasting into population centers or the oceans and causing massive tsunamis, darkening the skies, flattening the cities…
Another glimpse, of a different alternative, as the same remnants of Icarus slam into an invisible shield above the earth, shattering and disintegrating, while below…
A man in a crimson cloak with a samurai helmet sits upon of a throne of ebony on a mountain where skulls hang from chains on a long trek up the trail. A devastated earth, blasted by nuclear war, littered with corpses and bloated carrion birds, desolate cities and farms run by slaves, erecting monuments of grandeur and new cities of staggering, obscene beauty.
In yet another vision, there’s a frozen pyramid and a ramp leading toward a doorway in its midsection. Snowmobiles and Sno-Cats race toward the entrance, chasing another vehicle as grenades explode and the ice shreds from automatic weapon fire.
A final glimpse: a figure in a black hooded cloak with an emerald gem around his neck, floating before a dazzling golden tree whose branches and vines grow from his back, and he wields a power from his fingertips, spearing energy through countless rifts in space and time, absorbing (or corrupting) other universes, subjugating other races while whole worlds bend to the devastating truth of one who straddles realities.
The images shake, the universes spin and collide and merge and explode, and this hooded figure, fueled by the unlimited power of the One-Tree and the serpent winding around and around it, eyes sated with fulfilled purpose…
And that emerald gem around his neck, glittering, as the hood peels back.
“Let me see, let me see…”
Xavier willed it, commanded it like he’d never commanded any vision before, knowing full well that of all the visions he’d ever experienced in his life, all the life-saving glimpses to forestall his death, this was the one he would never avoid.
Never, unless he could see that face.
Unless he knew who it was that claimed the gem, who could bring about the destruction of everything, everywhere and send this whole house of cards cascading into oblivion, ending the game forever.
It wasn’t the man in red. This was someone else…
He gripped Diana’s hand, realizing more than ever, he didn’t want it to end. Not yet, not when he had something to live for.
* * *
“I can’t see it,” she moaned. “I can’t help. You have to…”
Xavier caressed her hand. Settled his breathing and tried to clear out the vision of the hooded man — and the near-glimpse of his face. It was so close, and he knew, just knew that the features would be familiar. He had to try again, but this was more pressing. They had to stop the immediate crisis or nothing else would even matter. Despite the looming threat he had just seen.
“I’m blind,” he said. “I can’t help, I’m just getting non-stop visions of the end of the freakin’ world.”
“You can swear around me,” Diana said, trying to force a laugh. “After all we’ve been through, your gentleman phase is a relic at this point.”
“Hey, I’m always a gentleman,” he countered. “Or aim to be, despite the shithole body I’m in.”
“That’s why I can’t stand to be without you, my dear.”
She gave him a smile as beautiful as any sight he’d ever witnessed in all his visions, all the more so because he knew how much she was suffering, and how magnificent the effort.
He sighed. “I can’t see anything else, you know. But I want to help you. Beyond deciding on what we can stop, comet or shield…”
“I thought we determined the shield is the priority.”
“Well, if that bitch Miriam wanted it up so bad, I want it down. But still…” He blinked and saw afterimages of the comet’s fury crashing into the earth.
“Something’s blocking me, though.” Diana said it calmly, and after touching Xavier’s cheek. She turned him to face her. She took a deep breath, moved in close, and gently pressed her lips to his.
“Your visions?” He wondered after the kiss. “Your father?”
Her head moved side to side slowly, as her eyes never left his. “I’ve seen enough of the truth there, enough to know that if we bring down the shield and I never see another thing without the use of my own eyes, I’ll be happier. Some things are best left unknown.”
He felt a swelling in his throat. Not just for her experience rising to his level, for the maturity and wisdom she’d achieved just in such a brief time, but for what she had implied.
“I know what’s blocking you.”
Her eyes finally left his, going to the same place he now looked: at his feet. At the bag.
At the sphere inside it.
“Seeing too much blue?” he ventured.
She nodded, but still held his cheek. “I don’t want this. Don’t want to pry, but I have so many questions. So many… fears.”
“About me.”
A tear welled up and threatened to drop along her cheek. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. We met, and you were so mysterious…”
He smiled at the memory. “Swooping in on a hand glider. Gotta admit, not bad as far as first meeting stories go.”
“Not bad at all.”
He gazed into her eyes and saw there a host of memories — not visions, but pure, powerful memories. Of their adventures, of quiet moments, of dinners, of drinks or cups of coffee and runs at sunrise. Of pondering the density of distant stars, the geology of the closest mountains, or the mystery of the soul and what comes after.
Reaching down, he hefted the bag, set it on his lap. “I’m far from an open book, Diana.”
“I know, and you don’t have to…”
“There are some secrets, as you’ve just said, that are better left unlearned.”
“I know, and I really don’t want to know everything. But I try to focus on our mission, and I see you, and I go there — and it’s blocked like you’ve got a door in your house that I can’t enter.”
“Or the west wing. That’s forbidden,” he chimed, quoting Beauty and the Beast, her favorite Disney film.
“Yeah, or that.” She clenched her eyes shut. “I’m trying, but…”
When she opened them again, he was standing. Or, returning to her. The guard behind him had the satchel and was heading for the door.
“About ten yards out there should do it,” Xavier called over his shoulder. “And don’t let it out of your grasp until I tell you to come back.”
Diana swallowed hard, sighing. “You didn’t have to.”
“I did,” he said, and sat and took her hands.
“But now we’re in danger. They could…”
“They always could,” he said. “It’s not that great a secret, if they wanted to find us, whoever ‘they’ are. But believe me, we have much worse fates in store if you don’t succeed. If you don’t…”
“Oh my god!” she shouted, standing up and shoving his chest. Her eyes were wide, pupils up, leaving almost all white. She trembled and jittered like being electrocuted, then as he came toward her, she held out both hands.
Doubled over, heaving, she urged him away.
“I’m sorry,” he stammered. “Damn, you must be good. I don’t know what you saw, but really I can explain.”
“No.”
“Yes, please. Trust me. I was an asshole, especially early on, but what I did — all the bad shit — it wasn’t just to save my own skin. It was everyone, I had to…”
“Shut up.”
She looked up, and her features were not what he expected.
No recrimination. No anger or condemnation.
Nothing… but excitement.
“I saw it!”
He blinked at her. “What? Just like that?” He took a tentative step forward. “Was I doing something noble, then?”
She rolled her eyes as she spun around, took her seat and started tapping out passwords and accessing systems. “It’s not always about you, dear. But thank you for your trust in me. Call back your man.”
“But…?”
“You’re right. I don’t want or need to know everything. And what I might be curious about?” She turned to him quick. “I’ll fucking ask. And you better answer.”
Floored, he could only nod, and mouth the words, I love you.
“So, you saw it? The past, the shield?”
“—coming down hard!” She was bent back over the keyboard. “Accessing HAARP now, and this better work. We’ve got the clearance?”
He came up behind her and peered over her shoulder as she worked, and as he motioned to the guard to call his colleague back inside.
“That’s what Edgerrin promised. Loaded us up with everything we might need.”
“HAARP it is,” she said. “Your old friend. Scalar wave tech from the arrays. I heard the sound, saw the notes in my head, the high priestesses had them all designed out on some massive tapestry, and these crazy sonic cannons I think they were, all aimed at one point in the sky.”
Xavier leaned down, watching her work, watching her type in the frequency delineations for the array, and then highlight a target location.
“I think it only needs one big rip in its makeup to bring it all down, to resonate across the continually-phasing shield and disrupt it, but…” She grinned. “Because I can, and because the arrays are built that way and we don’t want to take chances, I’m going to hit a dozen spots across the northern hemisphere.”
“I love you,” he whispered in her left ear, then stood and watched the projection on the main screen as she highlighted the remote cameras for the HAARP facility on one screen, and then accessed the satellite over New York for another, while other screens around them were showing riots, massive protests, flames and fury and chaos across the world.
“Now or never,” she said, looking back at him as she pressed the button to start the sequence. “And, Xavier?”
He met her eyes, and for a moment as she spoke the next words, everything was right, and going to be just fine again.
“I love you too…”
Before he could lean in and kiss her the way he wanted to, one last vision pulverized his emotions and drilled into his sight:
The one bone-chilling prophetic vision he couldn’t shake, the one that stood victorious as the other visions of doom all now faded into oblivion.
The hooded figure in black, with the emerald gem around his neck, astride the stars, floating amidst the wreckage of the earth and the moon as the sun burnt out and the stars shredded themselves into oblivion…
* * *
Xavier came to on his back, with Diana over him, looking ashen.
“What did you see? Where’d you go? You just fell, and it’s been ten minutes.”
He tried to lift his head, but barely had the energy.
“I saw…”
“What?”
“Behind the hood.”
“What hood? Whose?”
He struggled to rise. Shook off her restraining hand. Got to his knees. “No, we won’t be able to warn them by conventional means. They’re already in the pyramid.”
“What? Who?”
“Our team.” He took her shoulders, stared at her with loss and absolute terror. “It’s all for nothing unless I can warn them before he gets the gem.”
“Before who gets it?”
“I saw behind the hood,” Xavier mumbled. “That little shit…”
“What?”
He got himself into a cross-legged position. “I don’t know if I have the strength for much when I project there — or if I even can get myself there, but I have to try. Maybe just a few words, one maybe would be enough, if I can make them understand.”
He thought for a moment while breathing deeply, calming himself, preparing to separate his soul again and send it on one last, desperate and all-important flight.
He thought some more, found what he wanted. Then he smiled.
“Perfect,” he said, and left his body.
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Stumbling along the ice-covered ramp, his toes still tingling inside his fresh and warm boots, Caleb leaned on the soldier and for a moment as they approached the doorway carved expertly into the incline of the massive pyramid, he thought about just shoving the man over the side.
Consequences be damned.
Although he knew three things that made such a move preposterous.
One: his true enemy was ahead, waiting just inside. All in scarlet, older than this body he was using currently, so killing the shell would accomplish nothing. Two: the twins were inside, and the other members of the team were far too far away to act. And third: whether it was curiosity, pride or just plain admitted arrogance, he wanted — no, needed — to see what was inside.
The fact that he was receiving visions tying the inception of his quest, those many years ago in Alexandria as a wide-eyed, naive and bitter college grad, to this current objective, where the weight of the world and perhaps the fate of humankind rested with him, meant he had to proceed.
“Do you know what’s inside yet?” said the man at his right, helping him along with no great sense of urgency. In fact, there was more an air of humility and reverence for where they were about to go.
A flash: and Caleb saw the recent visit of some dignitaries, all bundled up. One with a shepherd’s staff, another with a guard detail, told to remain behind. Similarly, they entered, heads bowed, hearts on their sleeves. As if the mere validity of this perfect architectural wonder’s very existence alone, at this location on the earth, shattered the entirety of their beliefs and faiths.
“I…” He paused for a breath, taking in the cool air sweeping up the thirty-degree incline of the pyramid, spinning ice particles into the sunlight, causing rainbows and stars to sprinkle into his vision.
“Can’t see it? You must know its age, that where we’re standing used to be at a much different latitude.”
“That, I do know,” Caleb said, feeling a bit of energy returning. Strength coming back, and along with it, his thoughts and reasoning, and memory. “A lot of theories out there, placing Antarctica as Atlantis before a pole shift, before the earth’s axis shifted — whether due to a cometary strike or just the sliding of the molten core tipping the continents in some massive upheaval.”
“How long ago?” asked the soldier in that otherworldly voice.
Caleb shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Plato’s ten thousand years, or hundreds of thousands. Millions, if you believe the fossil records showing evidence of modern man alongside the dinosaurs. Then maybe…”
“You have a lot of maybes, for a guy who can see anything, anywhere and anytime.”
Caleb glared at him. “I also fell into a frozen bay, had my friends shot, and I’m a little too preoccupied about my imminent demise to focus.”
Laughing, the man hauled him ahead. “Well then, there’s something to be said for the element of surprise.”
He steadied Caleb as they neared the entrance, where the archway, carved with absolute precision, loomed at a height over fifteen feet. The winds swirled but avoided the dark aperture, where a soothing warmth exuded. He smelled the hint of something citrus, carried along a humid breeze.
Apples?
Then the snow cleared from a center block in the arch and revealed the one sign carved deep into the basalt in the otherwise unadorned arch.
“Oh no,” he said. “That again.”
He’d come full circle for sure.
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“Now do you know?” came the voice in his ear, as the soldier pushed him gently ahead. It was clear that now, Caleb walked alone. He had a glimpse of a shape ahead, a figure waiting in the shadows. A hint of red.
“The Caduceus. I’m guessing it’s neither a doctor’s office or a barber shop up there, so…”
A vision formed in his mind: a serpent slithering through vegetation, weaving through thick bushes, lush plants and vibrant crops, scaring off insects and birds as it heads into a great shadow of something impossibly tall and wide.
Caleb shivered. Hesitated, then let everything out of his mind.
No more seeing. No more questing.
The end of all his searching was straight ahead.
This enemy was right.
If what he believed was through that doorway, looming and living and thriving inside this pyramid as old as time itself, then there was no more need for the right questions. The right frame of mind, the right anything.
There was only action.
One foot in front of the other.
Enter the unknown and see for yourself.
Experience the truth.
About everything.
* * *
Inside, the darkness stubbornly remained as he walked alone, and the ice gave way to tempered stone, almost like marble but with a soft feel that felt like he had left the tundra and stepped onto a playground surface. Dim lights flickered in his vision, and a figure in red stood still like a statue until he could adjust and see.
“It takes a few minutes,” came the voice, and now above the red neckline, Caleb saw the charm, burning green and radiant. Soothing, powerful, alluring. It banished the shadows the more he stared, and it cleared his blind spots, lifting a veil.
As close as he was to that power, to the merest fragment of the very thing that had resonated throughout the ages, he still felt too terrified to look away. Although something of its nature had been in his possession more than once (and had caused the tragic death of his Lydia, as well as nearly destroying the planet under Mason Calderon’s schemes), and he should have been used to it, he couldn’t summon any other emotion than abject fear.
Raiden kept speaking, and Caleb heard every word, but his eyes and his full attention were riveted not only on the walls and the frescoes popping into view like a child’s glow-in-the-dark stickers, but on the relics, the statues and the artifacts lovingly arranged along the descending and winding path…
…around the open center of the pyramid, which had been built around the Tree.
The Tree.
A dead, fossilized or petrified thing of monstrous beauty and sickly grace, like a twisted parody of what Michelangelo would have gracefully set in a sunlit Eden-esque scene. Hundreds of feet tall, this entrance level came in at about its midpoint, and in the gloom, backlit by the emerald-hued radiance clinging to the network of branches like diseased moss, he couldn’t see the extent of its width, or even the far wall.
“Impressive, isn’t it Crowe? You stand before the oldest living thing on the planet. Although, to call it ‘living’ may be a stretch.”
“Petrified,” he whispered.
“Almost,” Raiden replied. “We’ve had our world’s best scientists and biologists come here to examine it. X-ray spectroscopy, bark sampling, outright chain-sawing…” He grinned, teeth flashing green in the radiance. “None of that worked, of course. Can’t break it with conventional means, or rather — it won’t let you.”
“Won’t?” Caleb moved closer to the edge, where there was no railing, just a sense of a great height over darkness and gloom. The jade radiance gradually diminished into the black, and looking down, he felt like Jack at the top of a beanstalk whose base was nowhere visible.
Raiden bent down, picked up a piece of rubble. Hefted it, then tossed it high into the branches above. A flare of brilliant crimson-orange shot out and back toward the path of the toss, searing the air and causing Caleb to flinch back. Sulfur assailed his nostrils and the glare stung his eyes.
“Defense mechanism?” he asked as his eyes readjusted, and he looked up in wonder.
“Something like that. Can’t get close, although, come. See there—?”
He pointed around the next bend in the path to a metallic, bridge-like extension toward the tree — which ended abruptly, unfinished. “Tried to get to it up here. Lost four architects and two workers. Incinerated.”
“I see.”
“They call it the Sword of Fire.” He sighed. “I’m sure you know the reference.”
Caleb blinked, calling up again the image of a renaissance painting. Adam and Eve cowering before an elegant tree (hiding a serpent), and a blazing sword barring their path.
“After the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, after Adam’s betrayal — seeking the illicit promise of knowledge offered by the Snake — god put a flaming sword before the gates to Paradise, and barred entrance forever.”
“There ya go,” Raiden said, pointing to him without looking. “And here we are. Unlikeliest of places, I’m sure you’d agree. Everyone thinks Syria, or Jordan. Palestine maybe even or somewhere in Africa.”
“As the theory of evolution grew more popular, it made sense that our origins began there, so…”
“Yeah. No.” Raiden met his eyes for a moment before Caleb looked back to the tree, and then again, over the edge, longingly wishing to get to the bottom and explore. Thoughts of anything else were distant pursuers at this moment, as this astounding revelation took hold.
“Pole shifts. Continental drift…” He whistled. “Our race is old. So much older than any conventional archaeologists would dare to admit. But not beyond some theories. Vedic beliefs, Atlantis and other lost civilizations, even those hinting at much older remnants…”
“Want to know for sure?” Raiden asked as he began walking again, descending. They passed a mural depicting great aviary beasts like dragon-dinosaur hybrids, and women on their backs, soaring above cities of alien architecture and bizarre landscapes. Beasts and plants of unfamiliar size and even colors gave way to maps and diagrams. Formulae and scripts interspersed with the etchings and murals; diagrams of the heavens, charts of constellations no longer familiar…
They passed statues with heads of hideous yet beautiful beasts, and the sights stirred something in Caleb’s memories. And it was almost as if he was being struck with a cattle prod, right to his heart. He groaned, staggered. So unfamiliar, and yet…
“I know these things,” he whispered, rubbing his chest as he approached one humanoid statue with a head the cross between a crocodile and a praying mantis. “And this!” He stopped before the dimly-lit fresco depicting a colossal, dome-like building and an army of men and women in purple robes, all gracefully transporting cylinders toward some futuristic-looking block-shaped storage facility.
“Thought you might,” Raiden said. “I know you, and who you may have been, through the ages.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You know. The Apple…” Raiden smiled and set a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, squeezing it gently. “…doesn’t fall far from the tree, in any life.”
Caleb blinked at him, and then back to the tree.
A flash in his mind, and he was there, before that massive, cubed structure. It was full of thousands of circular slots, each one full or ready to accept a cylinder scroll from one of the purple-clad scholars. In his hands, reverently offered, one such scroll — its alien script dazzling in the sun and his eyes. And he knew every word, every sacred phrase, every shred of knowledge it sought to preserve and protect.
And he was back, frowning in confusion at Raiden’s questioning look. But then his guide turned and continued walking. “Not much farther now — to that walkway we attempted.”
“What? Why there? Can’t we get to the bottom? I want to see… where the Garden had been. What is it like, why was the pyramid built around it?”
“Protection,” he said. “Partially, but mainly — to hide it and preserve it. The world had done its part in that direction, by the way. After the comet and the pole shift so many years ago, when most of life on the planet had been eradicated, the earth essentially shifted all this trouble and temptation to the most inaccessible point on its surface.”
He sighed, crimson cloak whisking behind him as he picked up the pace. Caleb moved faster to catch up, reluctantly foregoing study of the walls, the statues and other artifacts glinting like the holiest of treasures as they passed.
“It was here all along, waiting for us. For when we were ready, skilled enough to traverse the deadly oceans, to navigate by the stars…”
Caleb continued: “To recover ancient knowledge, find old maps…”
“Or maybe, to glimpse things through other eyes.” Raiden turned to him as they neared the broken bridge. “Once the questions got more precise, of course.”
“But this was blocked. The veil of Blue, covering areas even the best remote viewers weren’t allowed to see.”
“But that only made you more curious, didn’t it? Or was that, just maybe, the whole damn purpose of blocking certain areas?”
Caleb slowed, then thought about it. “You’re right.”
“Of course I am. You know it’s true. You have a child. Tell him not to go looking in the basement, what’s he going to do?”
“Go looking there.”
“Or at the very least, wonder about it. Research it, ask around, try to go at the problem from other ways.”
“Like go outside and peek through the dirty windows.”
“Exactly. They forbade it so you wouldn’t figure it out too quickly, not before you were older. Before we were older, as a species, maybe. After we’d grown and expanded and hopefully come together in some sort of peaceful civilization to handle what’s truly being offered here.”
“Which is?” Caleb asked, but he knew. Knew what it was, just not what form it would take.
Raiden continued as if he hadn’t heard the question. “Only problem was, we didn’t get the itch to go exploring — or the means to do so, or the motives — until the height of World War Two. Until we were at each other’s throats, literally at the point of blowing the whole thing to hell. And that’s when…”
“Admiral Byrd came calling,” Caleb said. “And found this.”
“Yes. But he wasn’t the first.”
“No, but he prevailed. Somewhat. And created all this secrecy, but which led the joint ventures, to study, and maybe…” He looked at the tree, at the branches. He thought about the sword, the defense mechanism, and…
And he was back, bursting through the cracks in the blue sphere, shattering a whole section and glimpsing beyond:
To this place, lit up with hundreds of standing lights. Generators all over. The base… a wide-open floor of ice and basalt and obsidian. Two giant sentinel statues flanking the trunk of the fossilized tree. Giant roots had upheaved the floor in the ancient past, and sickly petrified vines hung like strands of unwashed hair, draped onto the ground.
Dozens of men in parkas, white and black, set up drilling equipment besides banks of computers, servers and memory tapes. Cameras roll as a large drill extends something in a robotic arm toward the tree’s trunk. A diamond needle, with tubing and cannisters…
Back…
“I saw it.” He swallowed hard as they paused, and in the darkness ahead, in a section that spread out toward the unfinished bridge, he thought he could make out other forms. Tables, glowing monitors, two hulking statues, and more tables arranged almost like in a hospital triage room.
“Saw what?” Raiden asked, mild curiosity in his voice. “I’m sure you’re seeing a lot of things now. Peeking into past experiences, all without asking to be shown anything.”
Caleb stopped, doubling over.
Even as he heard the words, they came: an unrelenting sequence of glimpses into other places and times, strangers all becoming familiar: relatives, friends, lovers; parents and children he never had. A succession of homes and worlds, of unfamiliar horizons, unknown shores, passionate embraces, longing kisses and mournful goodbyes, heartbreaking loss, uncontrollable bliss, achievements and failures, books read, so many books read, some written, some spoken, some taught, lives changed, minds expanded, lives upon lives he’d never lived and yet…
He’d lived them all.
“Oh my God,” he said, and now Raiden smiled.
“You know now, don’t you?”
Another glimpse: back in the Sno-Cat just now. Freezing, teeth chattering, battling hypothermia… the canteen…
“You gave me something in the tea.”
Raiden whistled. “You really are good at this.”
“The same thing they drilled for in 1951.”
Raiden just kept smiling, a smile of pride and amazement. “I was there, you know.”
Another flash: a short man, old and wizened, in a bright red parka. General stripes on his arm, pointing, directing the action. The drill… pushing through the crimson shield that reacted only weakly to the intrusion…
“The flaming sword,” Caleb said. “Some kind of gate between dimensions. Ours and… wherever this tree really is. It resonates, vibrates and repels with accelerated force, anything attempting to break through. But a minor, millimeter wide diamond needle, inserted gently, slowly…”
“So freaking slowly,” Raiden said, closing his eyes, as if remembering…
Caleb sees again: the general in red, impatiently looking at the clock on a desk, waiting as the needle drill extended and extended — fifty feet past the surging, sputtering fiery entrance point, localized over a six-foot oval section around the needle. Cameras rolling, filming, computers reading energy levels off the charts, but the needle still progressing. To the tree, and drilling into its trunk. Slowly, slowly, millimeter by millimeter until…
Through the fossilized bark, through layer after layer of something beyond carbon and organic molecules, beyond anything natural. To the next layer and the next until…
The tube began to turn golden-hued. And a nectar the consistency of honey surged backwards to the tanks…
Caleb gasped, returning to the present. He stared, wide-eyed at Raiden, and now all his strange proclamations about long life, past glories and deemed worthiness came back to him. He asked the question, in his mind, as well as in his soul:
“Who were you?”
To which Raiden grinned even wider, prouder, and almost laughed out the response, lost in a wave of images and sights bombarding Caleb’s senses.
“You won’t be all that surprised,” he heard echoed off the branches, the ancient walls, the lonely statues and artifacts, as the images came:
Scenes of men in familiar places, and women on thrones. On horseback, leading armies, decimating cities on their orders, riding into battle after battle. Conquering, laying waste, enslaving and eradicating. Building and expanding. The familiar sights of Egypt, of Alexandria, even the Pharos itself.
“Oh…” he heard himself say.
Familiar barren terrains in Mongolia, yurt tents and an army raising drinks to a leader on horseback…
“Genghis… Alexander… Cleopatra… Hannibal… I think. Other generals and leaders and…”
“You get the picture,” Raiden said. “And you know now, not only are we linked, in our past as well as our present, but I was destined for this. To lead. To conquer, to rule.”
He spread his arms wide, blocking the sight of what was beyond: of who was beyond. Who are on those tables? And who are those two forms standing guard over the six adult-shaped bodies, and are they asleep — or dead? And in the center, two… smaller ones!
The twins! Caleb’s heart raced. He had to move, but the realization of what he had just seen held him back.
Raiden continued speaking. “You’ve seen for yourself, your own true lineage and past. You’re the scholar, the seeker of knowledge. And you’ve come here to the ultimate stage. To the storehouse of the infinite.”
Caleb’s mouth was dry, full of sand or brittle ice, ancient as lunar dust. He trembled, his heart raced, and he felt himself sweating despite the cold.
“This is no minor vault guarded with childish traps. No sealed off tomb or walled in chamber of secrets. This is it, Caleb. The Tree of Knowledge. Forget Good and Evil — those are human concepts. What’s beyond, what’s really beyond… once you drink of its Blood, eat of its Fruit, is the realization that what Adam consumed was just the first bite of something far more nourishing.”
He clenched his fist, and in the other, something flashed: thin and metallic, and in a heartbeat, he was behind Caleb, thrusting a needle into his neck and then withdrawing it.
Caleb staggered, feeling a rush of fire down the right side of his body. He spun around, teetered to the edge of the walkway, then staggered back, toward the center before the bridge. Into the circle of tables, where two hulking jackal-masked guards backed away, spears pointing at him. Caleb had the comical feeling they were ceremonial and yet, the deadliest foes any could imagine, set here to protect… whatever this was.
“The Children of Horus,” Raiden said, walking into the faint illumination. He tossed the syringe in the direction of the tree — and the localized flaming eruption lit up the area.
Caleb dropped to his knees, surrounded by six reclining forms. Sleeping — and dreaming?
“My brethren who have gone before me… induced into their astral state to allow them passage to become worthy.”
Astral state? “Worthy?”
“To pass beyond the sword. The only way. No physical bodies, we found, nothing but angels that could dance on the head of a pin… or a needle in the case of the sap we extracted.”
“Of course,” Caleb whispered, eyes glazing over. His body becoming numb. Had to think, had to stay here, and focus. The twins… Were they right there? Something was wrong. They weren’t moving. “What did you put in me?”
“First, you drank the tea. With the sap of knowledge.”
“Which expanded my mind, connected my… lives?”
“Yes. Reincarnation… or whatever the term. I’m sure you have a different sense of how it works, with the ultimate pool of shared consciousness, or what have you. But the sap lifts the amnesia. It lets you see, lets you remember your unbroken chain of lives — the memories and experiences that are rightfully yours.”
He made a fist again, clenching his teeth.
“That was the gift denied us at the Garden. The gift the serpent dangled in Adam’s path. Why forget it all and start over every time? A long, desperate climb just to remember everything you worked so hard for last go-around?” He almost spit out the words in disdain.
Caleb blinked. Tried to answer but could barely stay on his knees. Wanted to talk about writing, about learning, about passing on knowledge to the next generation, but he couldn’t find the logic in any of it. Not when his mind had been blown open, and the meaninglessness of individual moments and achievements paled before an unshakeable history of experience.
Raiden held up his arms. “Every life, I’ve tried to come back here. Something in my soul, programmed to try and get here, to regain that memory. But it wasn’t until a recent incarnation, a Japanese soldier and adventurer, that I found the means. And the opportunity. Found the charm…”
He held the piece of the Emerald Tablet, touching it lovingly.
“But I knew that life wouldn’t last, so I left clues for myself, knowing eventually I’d be pulled to Antarctica. I’d come here, seeking the truth as many others have. As I’m sure you know. The conspiracy theories. The world leaders taken here to see, to understand. To try to convince them that we’re all part of a greater legacy and shouldn’t be killing each other over recent squabbles or toddler religions when our history goes so much deeper.”
“Noble…” Caleb tried to say, but Raiden laughed him down.
“I stopped all that,” he said. “In this last incarnation. When I regained the truth, a journey that took two decades after meeting your father, to come here, to answer the desperate yearning in my soul instilled throughout the last lifetime. I would not be denied. After drinking the sap, convincing these guardians here of my worthiness…”
The two jackal headed sentinels bowed to him, and then stamped their spears down hard.
“I regained all the memories, and the greatest of which was where I hid this little charm.” He tapped it again. “I found that, found the other Children of Horus, the seekers of the truth, the ones whose path had always been to understand — and gain the secrets of immortality. We came here once more and finalized our plan.”
Raiden stepped into the circle, coming now to the twins’ table. Their little bodies swaddled, yet on their stomachs, as needles were in their lower spines — extracting something.
“Spinal fluid from your sister’s children,” Raiden said. “The final ingredient. This… is nothing so sinister as a sacrificial rite, or whatever your psychic mind had seen and likely misinterpreted.”
“What more do you want?” Caleb managed to say as his blood boiled and his senses spun. Whatever he had been injected with was flooding his cells, lifting his thoughts. It felt like he was becoming detached from his body. “You have immortality… in a sense. This sap… drink of it every time you start again, and it will be like…”
“True,” Raiden said. “we could do that. Bottle the stuff and leave it around hospitals, but how do you know who to give it to? How many million births happen every week? Do we give it to everyone?”
Yes, Caleb wanted to say, but found his lips wouldn’t obey. But even as he wanted to say it, he wondered… The serpent. The admonition. Whatever this was, ancient parable or nexus for the intersection of reality and an ultimate dimension of consciousness, maybe it really was the best possible route. Not to remember, not to know it all.
We were given a choice, he wanted to say. To live and suffer in ignorance — that had its own simple grace. The other choice was to exist in perfect recollection and continue and start over in new bodies with new challenges, but to remember everything and continue to learn.
Pros and cons swirled in his thoughts even as he struggled to move, even as he fell — and hit the ground without feeling a thing. Face turned, he could see only the underside of the tables, where his nephew and niece lay.
He could, gratefully, still hear their breathing, their heartbeats — so faint.
“No, Caleb. Letting everyone in on the big secret is the very problem we’ve discovered with this reincarnation business.”
Which is?
“Which is, with modern advancements and science and health, we’ve reached a point where we are over-saturated. The quality of souls coming back from the pool of wherever they’re swimming between lives… it gets diluted as we’ve gone from millions to billions. Spreading all that cosmic sentience over so many more souls can only lead to what we’re seeing now: diminishing of human potential. Greed, violence, sin. Sin with a capital S, I, N.”
He breathed out and a cloud of steam glowed green in his gem’s radiance.
Ah, Caleb thought. Now I understand.
“Overpopulation has to be controlled. With a smaller, controlled group of loyal subjects, all working lifetime after lifetime in unison according to the plan, we can — and will — return to a golden age. And the souls that are reborn and recycled will be purer, less diffused and strained over so many bodies. And we will have a chance to improve and excel and grow as they were meant to.”
He lorded over Caleb, then took a knee.
“That’s step one. My plan you messed up with nuclear launches I will solve through other means. But that can come later, after I join my brothers in the other realm, beyond the Sword, where we will absorb the knowledge of the infinite, first-hand.”
No…
Caleb tried to warn him, as he saw the glimpse of a golden, shimmering tree of data: bits and bytes, ones and zeros and glowing strands connecting golden-hued humanoid forms…
It’s not what you think… Or maybe it is.
All the same. Beyond the sword. Beyond the veil of Maya, of Illusion, of Matrix. The Tree truly exists in that other dimension outside this world that may or may not be real, based on perspective, but it doesn’t matter. If you go beyond the veil, there may be no coming back.
Raiden leaned down close. “The DNA of your relations, we found that to be the key. They can separate between worlds, they’re the ones that were prophesied. Other psychics among us had foreseen this, and their coming, and now — injecting that spinal fluid into ourselves, we can do the same. As my friends have just done.”
He reached back and came up with another syringe, handing it to one of the Jackal-headed figures who took it reverently, and inserted it into Raiden’s neck, then stepped away.
Raiden lay down, getting comfortable beside Caleb.
“But don’t worry, dear friend. My thoughts of revenge are gone. Childish really. I wouldn’t dream of doing this next part without you.”
Caleb’s eyes fluttered, mouth opened, and he gasped as his pupils rolled up. A sudden flash of a vision, not of the past, but the present or near-future: Alexander, rushing ahead of the others, in front of Aria, Phoebe, Orlando… Heading to the pyramid, to the entrance — which had been sealed, and the door locked behind a deadly trap.
And the words of his enemy, still ringing in his ear…
“See you at the sword…”
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“They don’t know we’re coming.”
“Yes, they do,” Jacob insisted, arguing over Alex and the rumbling of the engines and the grinding of the landing gear as they came in fast over the snow-covered runway. “Doesn’t matter that we have little Miss Bluescreen here. There’s a little thing called radar—”
“Nope, Alexander’s right,” Orlando said, opening his eyes after a long respite where Phoebe and the others thought he’d been sound asleep. “They can’t sense us anymore, even if they’re psychic and good at it all of a sudden; the destroyer knocked out the temporary base they’ve been using for the last few years.”
His voice turned grim though. “But they’re in a hell of a dogfight. Locals — maybe possessed or on our enemy’s team — and Temple’s team.”
“Locals?” Aria asked. “I thought Antarctica was demilitarized and by treaty no one could have any sort of military presence.”
“That’s the way it was supposed to be,” Phoebe said gently, watching out the window with concern. The sun was low, barely clearing the mountain to the east, the one that looked surprisingly angular and man-made. “But as my brother could tell you—”
“Over hours and hours of lame-story-night,” Jacob quipped.
“—it was likely a joint decision to hide the truth, build out a presence here, run by a multinational force, and monitor whatever it is that was found decades ago.”
Jacob groaned. “Which was? Crashed UFOs? A penguin super-city? Zombie dinosaurs?”
“I don’t know for sure, since it was heavily protected by the blue veil,” she said, “but I do know we’re about to find out.”
“If they let us get that far,” Nina said, strapping on her ammo belt and checking the cartridges in her Beretta and loading the MP5.
They were about to touchdown, and as she looked out the window, they heard the pilot call back.
“Brace yourselves, this could be a little slick. But I’ll get us down, and then… looks like there are some Sno-Cats, Humvees and sleds outside the hangar.”
“Hopefully unattended,” said Alexander.
“With the keys still inside,” Aria added.
Nina zipped her vest and took a deep breath, calming herself for the battle ahead. “Either way, be prepared, but let me out first.” She leaned back and touched Jacob, inciting his vision. “Just tell me what to expect.”
* * *
The runway was clear, at least by the time Orlando got out of the plane, all bundled up and already feeling the chill cutting through the parka. Thankful for the goggles and mittens and handwarmers they had on hand up in the Andes, he stumbled out the last few steps, behind Aria and Alexander.
At least that couple stayed together. Phoebe had already run ahead, toward the hangar, following the footsteps of Nina, who was nowhere to be seen.
Orlando flinched as what sounded like gunshots carried from that direction. “Phoebe!”
Ripped with adrenaline and fighting the shock of cold, his mind slipped for the briefest of glimpses. Kids on the brain, no doubt, closing in on them and sharing Phoebe’s fear for their lives, it was like the gunshots set off the shift from normal vision to psychic mode:
The blue, shifting wall — but this time, two glowing tiny forms beyond; like actors on a stage going for effect. They radiated a fierce golden aura and were caught, it seemed, in the cruel, sharp branches of some of a massive tree.
Caught — or spiked, Orlando thought with a terrified shudder.
He thought of that other realm and his previous Custodian-sense, when he glimpsed the twins in the midst of that amorphous, branching entity emitting data streams and information almost beyond his infinite comprehension.
But this…
Are we already too late?
The blue swirled and expanded, and his sight was blasted out, back to the white and the grays of this world. To the runway, to the black and yellow tank-like Sno-Cat racing toward them, and the woman leaning out the passenger side — firing at someone chasing behind her.
Jacob’s driving! Was his first thought, and his second — after marveling at the extent of their parent-child bonding — was to scream for Phoebe and Aria to move. They were right in the path of the onrushing vehicle. With the ice and the speed, there was no way it could stop. Jacob was out of control, or maybe he’d been shot, or—
He was neither. Phoebe had turned to Aria, whether to push her away or shield her, Orlando wasn’t sure, but right then, the vehicle banked hard and skidded sideways toward them in a surprisingly elegant maneuver, sliding and slowing, then stopping just before their spot.
The door flew open, Jacob yelled: “Get in!”
Orlando ran toward them, expecting more shots, or engines or helicopters or bazooka blasts. Instead, Alexander ran from the side, grabbed his arm and led him toward the open doors with urgency, but no longer a sense of impending doom.
“Come on, Uncle. Move your ass. Nina cleared the bad guys we saw, but we’re not out of it yet.”
When they got inside, Orlando felt the blessed heat bursting out of the vents.
Jacob turned to them, alarm in his eyes. “We’ve got to help Temple, he’s down!”
Orlando met Phoebe’s look as he slammed the door.
“Maybe he’s on the way to the twins. I still sense them. They’re…”
“Being used,” Orlando said ominously. “And they’re caught in another place, another… dimension.”
Alexander still gripped his arm. “My Dad’s with them. He’ll know what to do.”
Orlando tried to look positive, but he knew this was beyond Caleb. Beyond anyone, maybe.
They had to get inside that damn mountain — pyramid, whatever it was. And fast.
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Caleb stood up, but it didn’t feel like the normal effort. And, come to think of it, all the pain and fatigue he had just been dealing with had now receded to the point of being unmemorable. Was he even paralyzed?
He looked back…
Oh. There…
Is.
My.
Body.
And another’s.
Raiden.
And more. On the tables, sleeping, resting, dreaming, (dying?). The twins on one together, face down, so… pale. Their auras — dull pink and fading.
Back to his own body and Raiden’s — vibrant red and orange, like heat signatures. Seething and alive, compared to the others around them. He wanted to go back and look closer, but something gripped his shoulder, his…
Glowing body. Like scintillating chain mail armor, golden interlocked elements comprising his form, and that of the other figure behind him.
“Come,” the word reverberated from somewhere, inside and out, and when he shifted his view, the fiery breach opened before him.
Like a giant two-handed sword, something out of a fantasy video game Orlando would have played for days and days, except it roared with crimson energy, expelling waves of it in all directions. Not so much a sword, he realized, as a rift: a sword-shaped tear in reality, beyond which coursed energy and something else. Like anti-matter or furious negative vibrational power.
“Your destiny is here.”
And Caleb, who thought he was moving so slowly, found himself ahead, approaching the flaming, sputtering, gusting portal, as energies ripped and tore at his form to no effect. Imbued with the stuff of astral, cosmic consciousness only, the waves of devastating power that would have annihilated all matter coming toward it, did nothing now but offer the barest twinge, like the soft, enticing touch of a lover’s caressing fingernail.
It enveloped him and enshrouded Raiden, and the two of them moved closer still, into the expanding fold.
He thought of the twins. Thought of Alexander — and had a vision of him standing before the sealed door to the pyramid, studying the tiles and the clues, trying to decode the ancient puzzle, and he felt a swelling pride.
But at the same time, it was only an emotion, just a thing tied to an obsolete material form. Of no consequence any longer. Especially, he thought, after stepping through the rift.
Did Raiden not sense this? Or was he blinded by his mission, by his destiny?
His figure proceeded ahead, blinding and dazzling and lordly, but also imbued with an emerald tinge that faded the more he distanced himself from his body — and the gem around his neck. Half of his form was gone, dissolving into the beyond, into the world between the worlds, stepping in to the realm of Paradise, the world of the Tree.
And the Serpent.
And Alexander forgotten, the twins forgotten, Nina and the others and the entire world and all his guilt forgotten (or just put in its proper, inconsequential place), Caleb stepped ahead, and joined him.
Past the sword.
Into the rift.
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Racing toward the fight, to the shadow of the great mountain and the trails leading around the side, Jacob slammed on the brakes. Sliding one direction, he cranked the controls to aim the other way. Toward the smoke and the flames on the descent toward the icy shore.
“What are you doing?” Phoebe shouted over the roaring of the engine. She pointed to the mountain that was looking more and more artificial. It filled her with dread, a primordial sense of fear tingling down her spine. “We have to get inside that thing!”
She didn’t want to say it, but she was terrified, and wanted each one of them at her side when they went in. Maybe a couple dozen soldiers wouldn’t hurt either. So… “Unless we’re going to get reinforcements.”
“Maybe!” Jacob yelled back as he cranked up the engine, turning and gearing up speed. “But we have to get there fast. Or Temple and his whole team are toast.”
Phoebe looked at Orlando, seeing his grave expression there. She checked with Nina, and just saw her shrug.
“Hurry, then.”
In less than a minute, they were there, in the thick of it. Phoebe and Orlando ducked beneath the seats and pulled Aria down with them as bullets tore into the side of the Sno-Cat, ricocheting off the tracts and cracking the glass. They heard a thunk as Jacob rammed the grill into somebody. Then another thud and a jarring bump.
Did we just run over a couple guys? Phoebe thought with a squeamish cringe.
The vehicle came to a grinding halt, and when she peeked up, Phoebe saw Nina sliding over to the take the driver’s seat as Jacob opened the door and prepared to leap out.
“Here,” she said, handing her boy an automatic weapon as any mother would pass her child an umbrella before heading out into a storm.
“Go,” Jacob said. “I’ve got this, I’ve seen this.”
“I know,” Nina said. “And I’ll see you again, with Temple. Up there.”
He looked like he was about to hug her, or cry, or both. Instead, he leapt out and she slammed the door. Cranked the wheel, and her face — with a rare flash of emotion — turned stone-faced and cold again as she focused on an enemy. Shifted gears and sent the Sno-Cat lurching at him.
Phoebe glanced out the window and saw two hapless men in black parkas running and firing wildly before they went under, grinding under the track gears as Nina eased back onto the icy path. She weaved around vacant snowmobiles and other vehicles, and Phoebe had a glimpse of Jacob — soon to be driving one of those, with an injured man strapped to the back seat.
“They’ll be fine,” Phoebe said — to Nina. To herself and Orlando. To Alexander and Nina, who looked back nervously, uncertainly, as if she thought maybe she should have stayed behind as well.
She spoke about Jacob but couldn’t help wishing she knew the fate of her own children.
Nina floored it, and as they approached the bend, Alexander stood up, leaning over and trying to look out the bullet-riddled windshield.
“The door’s sealed,” he said matter-of-factly. “We’re not getting in…”
Aria shifted beside him, stood and took his hand. Her eyes fluttered, pupils rolling up. She saw her own vision, past the blue, within the blue shield herself.
“No,” she said, more forcefully. “It’s a puzzle. A code.”
Alexander smiled.
So did Orlando.
Someone said it, but Phoebe wasn’t sure who.
“We’re good at those.”
* * *
Four more dead soldier guards: three shot and one knocked over the edge. They had raced up and around the slope, ascending the icy ramp that ran parallel to the pyramid’s slope, and arrived at the upper plateau, about the halfway mark.
The sun streamed in from the low angle, above the far horizon, and glinted sharply off the icy walls and the crunched snow path. Fortunately, the slope of the pyramid wall deflected the brightest of the glare, deflecting enough that Alexander could approach without sunglasses. His eyes teared up, but the closer he got to the ancient structure, to the wall and the slanted square doorway, the more his excitement grew, and his vision focused.
He was aware of Nina to his right and behind him, gun drawn, guarding the road they’d ascended, as well as keeping an eye out above and around them for other threats.
Phoebe asked something about “trying to scry for traps and hidden levers.”
Orlando chided that, “A wrong combination would probably cause an avalanche that would pulverize and bury us all at the bottom of the ravine,” while Aria tried to hush them both and said: “Let Alexander think. He’s got this…”
He did have this.
Alexander saw the configuration of the panels around the inverted triangular door. Two only were visible: upper, left and right, and for most — that would be it, with no possibility of success because unless they could ask the right question, unless they could extrapolate and see what was below the ice, there would be no moving forward.
The third stone.
He thought about it and felt the blue murkiness fogging over his sight.
See it, he willed. And imagined not just clearing away the ice, but going back, farther back, to when this land was ice free, when the poles were not where they were now. To a lush jungle world.
The blue clung to the green, to the details, to the blurry shape of the pyramid he could barely make out; but he was chipping through it. Maybe it was the proximity to the piece of the Emerald Tablet worn by their enemy, so close ahead. Maybe it was Aria, infused now with her own psychic powers, or maybe it was his own confidence in his abilities, maturing after years in the shadow of his supportive father and the comradery of his Morpheus teammates, but he felt stronger, more confident.
He had this.
He could strip away the shield — or at least chip away at it enough to see…
The slabs were symbolic. Of the seasons. The equinoxes and solstices.
“Do you have it?’ Orlando asked. “I think those two are indicative of stellar patterns.”
“Constellations,” Alexander said, his eyes still drifting in and out of the present and the past. Seeing these two, and the third, and then glimpsing the night sky, trying to match the patterns of the weird anthropomorphic figures on each slab. Minotaur-headed octopus body, crab-body humanoid headed archer and the third… the jackal-faced rabbit creature.
“But like none I’ve ever seen on Google Sky.” He blinked and met Aria’s look. Then turned back to Phoebe and Orlando, waiting expectedly.
“What are you thinking?” Phoebe asked.
Dimly, he heard the revving of the Sno-Eat engine, wondering why Nina hadn’t turned it off yet. He also sensed incoming danger.
“Got to hurry,” Phoebe said in a low voice. “We’ve got company coming, ahead of Jacob and the reinforcements, who are still… pinned down.” She said the last part lower, so Nina surely wouldn’t hear.
Alexander focused again, and again it was like he had his face up against a clouded, blue-tinted window pane, and his breath kept fogging the view, but he could still make out the pyramid beyond, the palm trees, the crowds along the main avenue, and… the sky.
“We need to get up there and push the tiles in the right order.”
“Can’t you envision how they did it sixty years ago — or whenever Admiral Byrd got here?”
“I should be able to,” he said. “But I know how they did it, if not the exact order.”
“How?”
“Computer extrapolation, with NASA’s help most likely. It’s a code tied to the date of this thing’s construction, to when the stars were much different. They must have mapped the earths precession, back to when the light from the stars we see now were in much different configurations. And then selected the sequence, which as the ancients always began the year — marking their zodiacal ‘time’ as the constellation in which the sun arose on the spring equinox.”
“Like we’re Age of Aquarius,” Aria said.
“Yes. So, we’d start with that one, then go through Summer and Fall…
“Can you guess?”
“Rather not,” Alexander said. “I don’t know what would happen if—”
“Avalanche,” said Orlando. “Or collapsing bridge.”
“Can we get through to Diana?” Phoebe asked. “Have her access the NASA programs, and…”
“Yes,” Alexander said. He stepped closer, gazing at the ancient door, at the unyielding barrier. He noticed the cracks in the surface, a thick one that ran up from the base. “Start that,” he said, “but I’m close. I can almost… see… the night sky back then. In that time when this was all new.”
He was aware suddenly that something had changed.
He was alone, the others scattering. Someone cried out his name, but it sounded so far away, lost in the grinding drone of the engines and a horn—
Someone grabbed him and they both rolled to the side, just as the Sno-Cat roared by. Over the bridge, bearing down and still accelerating — right into the door.
It crunched into the barrier, splintering metal and riding up on the wreckage, but it had enough force to shatter the wall and break through as the tracks caught and pushed and never relented, riding just ahead through the crack that expanded and exploded in a cloud of dust and wrecked ancient masonry.
Alexander, under Orlando, looked around for Aria. For Phoebe.
And he waited for the avalanche, or the bridge collapse…
…that never came.
A creaking, grinding sound of metal on rock or ice. Crunching footsteps, and Nina came out of the wreckage. A little wobbly, she put her hands on her hips and looked around at everyone, scattered and tense.
“Come on, people. After a hundred million years or whatever, any traps had to be useless, or at least close to it. And that crack was just begging to be widened.” She removed her gun, cocked and loaded it.
“Let’s go rescue Caleb. Again.”
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She handed out weapons from the satchel after the others had gingerly climbed through the wreckage and over the Sno-Cat’s mangled rollers.
An MP5 for Phoebe, who hefted it carefully, then released the chamber, sighted and nodded. Aria took a Taurus .45 and did the same. Alexander shook his head at the offered Beretta, and then reluctantly accepted it. Nina reached in for one more, looking at Orlando who waited beside Phoebe, and rubbed his hands together for warmth.
Nina shook her head. “Nah, you’re good. Just follow along.”
She turned, and with a cautious glance over the edge, just past the Sno-Cat’s crushed front grill, she held the others back, and led them toward the wall. They started down the incline, but Alexander kept veering toward the edge. No railing, nothing but open space, and the hint of shapes and illumination below.
“Something’s on fire down there,” he said with urgency. The walls glowed too with inherent luminosity from gems, striated lichens and other marbled colors pulsing in the murals, from the eyes of statues, from the runic script and dazzling histories emblazing the walls like some prelude to a Disney ride.
“Settle down,” Nina said. “Don’t know what kind of traps or enemies are waiting, and I’m not letting any of you go—”
Orlando, clutching Phoebe’s arm, rushed forward. “They’re dying!” he shouted, and they both rushed past Nina, almost knocking her over.
“Shit!” Nina rolled her eyes, shrugged at Alexander and Aria, and said: “So much for sightseeing. Run!”
They ran.
And Alexander, as he raced hard on Nina’s heels, with Aria matching him stride for stride, prayed.
Prayed they wouldn’t slip. Prayed the statues or artifacts wouldn’t spring to life like in Khan’s tomb and launch arrows at them. Prayed the walkway wouldn’t fall from under them into a pit of spikes, or worse. Prayed most of all that down there, where the flaming sword-like thing waited, his father was still alive. That the twins were still alive.
That the world still had a chance.
* * *
On the second bend, Orlando almost collided with Phoebe, then almost overcompensated and tripped on his own feet and slid over the side. She grabbed him at the last moment, pulled him back and together they stumbled around and regained their momentum. Nina and Aria were already way ahead, in the flickering shadows.
The tree-thing to their right, always on their right, loomed and breathed and shuddered like some undead husk.
Is it alive? Sensing us?
He thought back to his experience in the other dimension, his other self. So alien and foreign and yet, so him. The tree and the kids… He was again running toward it, toward them, toward the entrance, but could he enter again? Could he ever regain that state?
You have to, he thought.
Have to, and this is one time she couldn’t go with him.
Phoebe. She had to stay out of this, he knew. The other place would shatter her reality. She was too down-to-earth, a rock. Always his rock, grounding him, focusing his thoughts, serving as a beacon for his ever-higher flights of fancy.
The other world tugged at him, beckoned him to rejoin the bits and bytes, the quarks and nano-particles of theoretical gobbledygook; the dark matter, the anti-reality that he had so often dreamt about, only one day, for a brief time, to jump into its pool and swim around.
Focus, he thought, turning once more as Alexander ripped past them on the outside track.
“Move it, slowpoke!” Phoebe yelled, and even she picked up the pace.
The walls glittered, gems sparkled, and fairy dust sprinkled from the tree, or the ageless sloping ceiling. Murals promised artistic visions of grace and longing, offered a substitution for the world of white and grey, and statues with knowing expressions seemed to bristle at this disturbance.
Up ahead, gunshots echoed, and the screams cut the silence.
* * *
Alexander ran headlong, desperate to catch Aria, or at least be there beside her when they reached the landing, when they reached the rift — and his father. The nagging fear grew and grew with every step. Something waited, something more than just the protective sword. Something far more natural.
He had a flash of something with a lupine head and a weapon like a mace but ten feet long, and thick plate armor, jet-black, like it could blend in with the statues in the shadows.
Not just one, he thought. A pair…
But that was his last thought before something crunched into his left side and sent him sprawling toward the edge. His gun, already barely held with any strength, was gone, skittering away as he scrambled to grab onto anything with both hands. The air left his lungs, and as he rolled he saw the teeth, red eyes and that sickly tree, reaching its skeletal arms toward him to drag him the last few inches over the side.
Loud shots rocked his ears, dispelling the ringing and the roaring pain thrumming up from his chest and pounding his head. The wolf-jackal creature had turned from him, as if having knocked off the weakest, potentially pesky adversary, it could now turn its attention to the boss.
But this boss, in this case, was pissed. Bad move, Alex thought, wincing and just arresting his fall partway to the edge. He looked down but could barely see anything in the haze of pain and bright spots.
More gunshots, thumps, howls and screams, and when he turned back, he saw flashes off the defender’s armor as someone advanced on him, firing the .45 with a shaky hand.
Oh shit.
Aria!
* * *
She heard Alex grunt and cry out, a cry she never wanted to hear again. For a gut-wrenching instant, she was back in the Afghanistan desert, restrained by the terrorist leader known as The Eye, forced to watch (and hear) her parents tortured. Punched, kicked, beaten.
The same sounds and cries… She wasn’t going to stand for it any more. Not this time. She was older. Stronger.
And armed.
She’d lost track of Nina. Of Phoebe and Orlando. Maybe they were still running down the ramp. Maybe they’d passed her. Maybe they were dead.
All she knew now was this thing had hurt the boy she cared about. Maybe even… loved. He was vulnerable, and this monster was in her way.
She fired, aiming for the big target of his shiny black chest. Four shots later, as she screamed with each intense recoil (wishing she’d spent more time on the firing range when Alex had invited her), she realized the shell was some kind of plating. Kevlar, bullet resistant…
Realized too late, as the jackal-headed warrior howled at her and launched himself in the air, with the giant scythe-mace thing swishing out of the shadows, bearing down on her skull.
She screamed as something slammed into her side and rolled with her out of the way. The mace crunched into the floor and the scythe sparked — and Nina pounced back up onto the balls of her feet over Aria.
The mace swung around again, a long slow strike that Nina easily anticipated and ducked — but not the other blur from behind.
Another one! It leapt over Aria and ensnared Nina in a great bear hug as soon as she rose. Her MP5 dropped to the ground under her kicking feet. Nina slammed her head back, but her skull only bashed against the metallic helmet’s snout. The one with the mace raised it up over his head, but Nina reared back, the head butt a feint, and kicked out, hitting the warrior’s chest and using the weight of his mace to drive him back, off balance. He fell hard, as Nina struggled and cried out in pain as the great arms (bare, Aria noticed), squeezed the life out of her.
Aria rolled, reached the MP5 and, balancing on the ground, fired up. Hoping the recoil wouldn’t be too wild, or the bullets wouldn’t ricochet back at her, she aimed for the biceps and shoulders. Barely able to steady the weapon, she kept the trigger down, ripping sparks across the warrior’s back and crunching through the bones and muscle on his arm.
Nina dropped, flexed and leapt onto the huge warrior trying to get up in front of her. Not weaponless by any means, she somehow flicked a long blade from under her wrist sleeve, grabbed the figure by its snout-helmet and pulled it back — and drove the blade up and under the gap, into the throat.
He backhanded her, sending her flying over toward Alex. Then he stood up, making a gurgling sound as his free hand went to his throat, trying to stop the blood flow. He wobbled backwards, still trying to raise the mace.
The other warrior spun around and kicked at Aria’s hand, knocking the gun free. His left arm was a shredded, bleeding mess, but his right held a wicked scythe now, drawn from a sheathe on his back.
The crimson eyes — jeweled lenses over the mask’s eye-holes, froze Aria in terror as the sickle cut through the air. She heard Alex’s shout, then right over her head, a blast that almost shattered her eardrums.
Phoebe! She’d come to a sliding halt, on one knee, sawed-off shotgun raised.
The sickle-wielding warrior rocked back. The chest armor shattered, half the snout blew clear off, and part of his shoulder was reduced to bone and gristle. He staggered, but came right back, as Phoebe fired the second round—
A round Aria barely heard as a muffled thump, along with some kind of cry of ‘Die, motherf—!”
The mask blew apart in a shower of metal, dust and fragments, and blood and bone exploded outward as he tilted back, dropped the sickle, then toppled over.
Another scream, and Orlando barreled through and launched himself at where the warrior had been. Maybe he had been planning to use his speed and just ram the guy, as it was all he could do without a weapon. Aria had a fleeting feeling of pride and thought Phoebe might even be turned on by Orlando’s absolute disregard for his own safety in order to protect her.
Whichever the case, the timing was horribly wrong, and he tripped over the dying warrior, stumbled and went veering right into the other. Knocking him back, right toward Nina, who still had her knife at the ready.
She ducked low and used the backtracking enemy’s momentum, and slashed at the exposed calf, severing the hamstring.
The warrior howled and toppled as Nina rolled forward, sweeping his legs just as Orlando finished bouncing off the armor. The warrior fell, landed hard, still holding to the heavy mace as it went over the edge — and started to take him with it. He teetered on the edge, making a choking, gurgling sound, and getting to his knees — inviting a last hard kick from Nina, who delivered. Ruthlessly, and sent him over into the abyss.
Orlando scrambled fast the from the brink, out of the pool of blood, skittering away like a crab until bumping against Phoebe, who dropped the shotgun and threw her arms around him.
“Damn, woman. You can shoot!”
“And you can trip — with the best of them.”
Shaking, he grinned and hugged her as they reached out to Aria. Alexander got to his feet, with help from Nina, as they cautiously looked around. Both were holding their ribs and doubled over.
“That better have been all of them.”
“Yeah, down here,” Aria said, regaining her feet and coming over to help Alexander. “More… conventional enemies are coming from outside. We don’t have much time.”
She handed the MP5 back to Nina, who took it gingerly.
“Nice shooting,” Nina acknowledged.
“Now, let’s—”
She looked around, frowning as a gasp came from around the corner.
“Damn it,” Phoebe said, jumping to her feet. She ran past the injured Nina and Alexander. “Orlando!”
“That guy’s gonna kill us all.”
Phoebe rounded the corner, coming upon the expanded chamber, just as a glimpse of the past hit her: the men in parkas, the cameras and drilling equipment, superimposed like a black and white noir movie over this reality: Orlando hunched over a thin table, one of seven or eight arranged in a circle, each supporting a body, condition unknown.
Phoebe skidded to a halt. She heard footsteps behind her, slower and pained but just as urgent. Cautious, lest there were more guards. Or traps, or that sword-like flaming projection there, throwing off waves of strange vibrations and strangely little heat, humming and thrumming in her veins.
At one table, she saw the little feet and hands beside Orlando. So still…
“Are they…?” She inched forward, too scared to see, too scared to hear the response that came nonetheless.
“Alive.” Orlando bowed his head, seemed to be hugging them both, then stood and turned as Phoebe neared.
He had something in his arm.
A needle. A very. Large one. He pressed the plunger as his eyes took on a lost, faraway glaze. “Last dose.”
Phoebe rushed to him and caught his arm, trying to pull out the needle, even though it was too late. The silvery liquid was already gone, coursing through Orlando’s system. “What the hell was that?”
He staggered back, then slid a hand around her waist, pulling himself to her.
“Don’t let me go,” his words were fading. “At least, not…”
His lips brushed against her cheek, an instant before she screamed his name, before Nina and Alexander and Aria came thundering along behind them. Before that flame-shrouded portal flickered as if accepting an invisible visitor.
Someone stoic, cautious, and afraid.
Someone not unfamiliar with the other side, and yet… Phoebe trembled because she saw it now, holding his body close, knowing he was already gone from it.
…and stepping through the rift, with just a glance back. His glowing, sparkling form still undeniably shaped by his perception of the lanky, lovable lug that he was, turning just once to her.
And she heard it in her mind.
… not forever. Bring me back.
And then her cry of loss and helplessness cut through the air. She ran toward the rift, but several sets of hands caught her just in time, before the blast of heat and the surge of energy sent them all reeling back in a heap, dazed, singed and bruised.
Helpless amidst the bodies of those she loved. Caleb, Orlando. The children.
All so close and yet a universe away.
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The tree, magnificent, scintillating and dazzling, was anything but a tree.
Caleb understood that fact. Understood it, just as he understood that he was no longer a being of matter, a thing in any sense of the word. He and Raiden were pure consciousness. Contained in a finite space, perceived by themselves and others as localized humanoid presences, but really nothing more or less than infinite thought, projected as energy or something just as indescribable and foreign in this other place beyond reality, beyond anything but the mind.
The tree loomed over them. Immense. Cosmic. Godlike in its intricacy, its countless branches, thriving golden leaves and kaleidoscopic hues defying definition.
Vines, shimmering in some indescribable multi-colored spectrum, oscillated over Caleb and Raiden, and now that he noticed, now that his ‘eyes’ adjusted, he could see that there were other forms attached to those vines.
Six other forms and two smaller ones, there in the center, nearest to the trunk. Glowing redder than the others, as if feeding off the tree, or being fed. Consuming lifeblood and having it course through them. The vines seemed to be attached at the heads, in what would have been a grotesque visual but instead seemed more like a natural biological-cosmic normality. Like an umbilical cord directly down the throat, enabling direct consumption of the infinite knowledge contained in the bits and bytes and 1s and 0s and cosmic interdimensional cells comprising the matter of the Tree of Life.
The Tree of Ultimate Knowledge.
It was Raiden’s voice, amplified and resonating along with pulses in his form, right beside Caleb. You’ve come full circle from the arrogant youth. The Fool of your precious Tarot, but unlike the Gnostic mystics throughout the ages who have sought for this, you have succeeded.
Caleb shuffled forward, only he knew it was more like hovering — floating and being drawn forward by the power of his mind. Or the pull of the tree, like a gravity well sucking him toward it.
You’ve felt the attraction all your life. From the first book you read, to the first time you asked your father why something was the way it was. Why the world was the world. Here, Caleb. Here are your answers.
Two vines approached like snakes, sinewy and even vibrating with a hissing-like sound, and their ends grew and swelled crimson, almost bursting with flavor, with an irresistible scent of mouthwatering fruit.
Are we supposed to take a bite? He thought, but it came out louder, reverberating. He cringed, as the other forms in here shuddered and writhed in his direction.
He wondered if the whole thing was sentient, and the snake-vines were just the holographic extensions of the whole mind-consciousness. He felt the temptation again, seeing the vine-fruit, hovering closer. Raiden’s form extended, pulling toward the fruit like a mask stretching in the wind.
Don’t hold back.
He saw his hand — a collection of particles and waves, and when he looked closer he could see images on the ‘skin’: memories from this and countless lifetimes flourishing in his mind-flesh. And in the fruit itself: a compelling array of loves and lovers, of friends and foes: their very essences appealing to be absorbed, touched, consumed and understood. He could join with his father, with Mom, with Lydia. They were all there, and the aching need to be with them surged. Not just a need, but a full wholehearted joy at a reunion beyond anything physical or temporary.
This was infinite.
This was forever and ever, and nothing would ever be the same.
No going back.
Not sure if he said-thought it or if that came from Raiden, but it was there. The others had gone back to their absorbing. To downloading or uploading. To becoming or assimilating.
And that was it, Caleb thought, as the fruit edged closer, as he touched the vine and his fingers trembled with the energy and vibrational power from the tree. A shudder from it, or from him, or from the eight other forms balanced here on the edge of forever.
Not just eight, he realized, as Raiden pulled the fruit closer to his maw, extending now and flashing with crimson teeth.
One more. A new arrival… had to be right behind them.
A familiar form. Lanky and thin, reminding him of a cartoon character, a friend of a talking dog.
Orlando?
The name itself called to mind something so ordinary and banal. Drew him careening away from the eternity at his fingertips, even as the form itself rushed headlong toward the massive center of the radiating, glowing trunk. Toward the two smaller crimson figures.
If they too noticed this newcomer, they showed no signs. They continued in their symbiotic feeding: taking and giving in return. As if their connection to the tree rejuvenated it, powered the vines, heated the sap, and invigorated the cells like some direct connection to photosynthesis.
Orlando got there in a blink, but in the next instant the vines reacted. Swooping in, encircling him, pinning back his arms, entwining tight around his body, right up to his neck. One of the fruit-bearing stalks rose from the center glow and approached his face.
Glorious, Raiden whispered. He spread his arms as the two stalks hung above them, and the crimson bulbs ripened.
Something’s wrong, Caleb thought. The twins. The others, can they even disengage?
Why would they? came the haughty response. They’re becoming one with Everything.
And how long does that take? Caleb wasn’t sure, but an image of a computer screen surfaced in his thoughts somewhere, with that little progress bar showing the download speed and time left. Shouldn’t take this long, no matter how massive the download.
Doesn’t matter, we’ll find out now.
Maybe we — you — should wait. See what it does to them.
The glowing face turned to him, and the colors swirled and fused into a mask of anger. Why? That sounds very un-Crowe like. Your father would not approve.
Something in the vine flickered and again he saw his dad’s face. And instead of shame, it brought a smile to his core.
It’s time, Crowe, Raiden said. You and I, we’ve met before, and due to the curse of amnesia, we’ve forgotten. But now, we see the larger picture, the grand map of destiny that has brought us together once more. One to rule, one to advise.
He clasped Caleb’s shoulder, and against his resistance, eased him forward, toward the forbidden fruit.
And as the vine extended with the gift offered, he saw Orlando struggling; he thrashed and tried to free one hand to grasp one child, to do anything to break the connection, and in that moment, Caleb knew…
Knew that the sinewy thing that now seemed like a massive serpent intrinsic to the tree itself but with countless smaller medusa-like appendages, had sought him out. Like with Adam, it had waited patiently, from his first page read in wonder from a book in his father’s library, to the discovery of the forbidden scrolls in the Pharos vault, to the first time he gazed up at the heavens in wonder… It had waited, knowing that with every taste, every page, every word, every vision, every bite — it only made this moment inevitable.
There was no resisting. Nothing else mattered.
Caleb knew it.
Raiden knew it. Raiden, who had brought him this far, who had found him and saved him for this one event, for this gift. He was already biting into the fruit, and—
Wait, look at the others. I don’t think we’ll come back …
But then the vine (serpent? download cord?) struck cobra-like, and plunged into Caleb’s mouth and down into his soul, locking on, expanding, and—
Everything changed.
* * *
Alexander stood transfixed on the sword of fire. The rift gave out waves of energy that felt like stinging gnats biting at his skin, even from twenty feet or more. He watched, squinting and, at times, could almost see figures in the swirling hues, through the gap. Figures — and something vast and powerful, with appendages or branches beckoning toward him.
“Step back,” came Aria’s voice. Gentle, at his ear. Her hand took his wrist and tried to pull him away, but he resisted.
“I can see him.”
“Who?”
“Dad’s in there.”
Her hand tightened.
Phoebe’s voice, from somewhere close. She sounded deathly scared, words ringing with helplessness. “He’s right. I see him too. And my children, and Orlando, that brave, reckless dumbass.”
“What about these others?” Nina asked, and Alexander took his eyes away for a moment to see the room: the six other tables, the IVs and monitoring equipment. The four men and two women appearing to be asleep or in comas, and when he took his eyes away, he could still see what looked like thin filaments, cobweb-like strands of light stretching from each body into the rift.
“They’re getting weaker,” he said, comparing the filament width to those winding from Orlando and his father’s hearts. “My guess is they don’t have long before their other, astral bodies become untethered for good.”
Phoebe touched her children’s foreheads, kissed each one, then reached for Orlando’s hand. “And then what?”
“They’ll die.”
* * *
Nina had a blade out, a sharp, bright thing still with some ice along its edge. She stood beside the head of one of the others, then zeroed in on Raiden’s body. Their enemy. It was all his doing, all this. And she could end it right now. The guardian goons were dispatched, and as far as she could see, there were no more threats down here. Not yet, anyway, but they were coming. The whole army, or what was left of it.
Jacob. She didn’t know — was he racing back? Did he save Temple?
Was he dead?
She put the thought out of her mind as she quickly went over and pressed the blade against Raiden’s neck. “Why wait? Let’s take these bastards out first. Give our team a chance.”
“I don’t know,” Phoebe cautioned as Nina stood over the red-clad body lying on its side beside Caleb. No REM movements behind anyone’s eyes. Barely a breath or a rise and fall of their chests. Nothing but a sleep like the dead. The teardrop shaped gem had slipped free and seemed now, for all purposes, like a worthless dime-store trinket around Raiden’s neck.
“I’m doing it,” Nina grumbled, grasping the head and tilting it back, exposing the jugular.
“Wait!” Alexander said, swooning…
He fell to his knees, eyes wide and white, staring straight into the rift.
“I’m seeing it.”
“What?” Phoebe asked, coming closer, gently touching his shoulder as Aria moved in and took his hand.
“But barely,” he said. “Jumbled. The past… the discovery by Byrd and the military. Nazis… down here. Tunnels and an army. Technology like… flying saucers. Augmented machines and deadly weapons. Scientists on the tables here, trying to steal secrets from the rift without… being lost forever.”
He groaned, winced, and started heaving. “They lost so many. I see them trying to wake the men. Bodies convulse, die and in that other world the astral forms, without a tether… they’re swallowed up, consumed by that thing.”
“I see it too,” Aria said with a sharp gasp. “But vaguely. A huge-ass glowing tree, writhing like some alien god, devouring everything, everyone like souls are just snacks.”
“Okay,” Nina said. “So… why can’t I kill these assholes?”
“It causes some kind of reaction to the tree-thing,” Phoebe said, nodding and breathing softly, calmly. “I think we’re all in the same vision now. I’m asking the question, demanding to be seen what happened down here, why they shut it down, and there it is…”
“We took over from the Nazis,” Alexander said. “Got them on the run, coming in under the ice in subs. A massive combined air-sea raid.”
“Operation High-Jump,” Aria whispered.
“Brutal battle,” Phoebe said. “But we stopped them, disrupted their defenses and took over the base, at least temporarily. There were others, and tunnels and escape routes; some went to South America…”
“Ancient history,” said Alexander.
“A fight for another day,” voiced Aria sternly.
“But then…” Nina prodded, still waiting to hear a logical response.
“Then,” said Phoebe, “we tried the same thing as them: sending scientists through to poke around and snag a few choice bits of wisdom; must have learned some things, because right around then our tech advanced so sharply. Microchips, computing power, space flight, miniaturization…”
Alexander coughed. “So, it wasn’t from crashed UFO tech, like some thought.”
Phoebe ignored him. “And while they were tethered to the tree, sucking at the trove of infinite wisdom, someone decided to kill one of the Nazis still in a coma, astrally-bonded on the other side.”
“The tree absorbed him, and it was like a bloodlust coursed through it,” Aria said, shuddering.
“Anyone else tethered to it… immediately shredded. And the bits devoured.” Phoebe shook her head and let go of Alexander, breaking the connection. “That’s the only word I can use.”
Nina stood up, folding the knife back. She hung her head in disappointment. “So… no killing.”
“No,” said Alexander, blinking now, turning away from the rift.
“What do we do, then?” Aria asked.
Alexander took a step closer to the red-clad body, as Phoebe returned to the table with her children, and closer to Orlando. She knelt by them, shaking her head.
“We can’t go in after them… there’s nothing left of the DNA-serum-changing catalyst thing.”
Aria sighed. “And we can’t get any closer physically.”
Another step, then Alexander dropped to a knee, under Nina’s watch. He reached out toward the dull gem around Raiden’s neck.
“Maybe someone can.”
He took the gem in his hand and felt it pulsing and warm, extending a vibrating sense of power and protection up his arm. Alexander saw a flash of the golden tree, the vines, and his father, hungry and nearly past the point of any return.
Then he was back. He ripped the gem free from Raiden’s neck, and Alexander stood and faced the rift.
“I know what to do.”
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Raiden floated before his destiny. The Tree of Life, at last.
But he focused on The Serpent.
It wound and wound around the trunk: at first it had been almost impossible to perceive, but now as clear as day. On this most glorious of days.
How many lifetimes had he endured, shuffling through each one in blindness? Forged in amnesia, lost in an endless cycle of pain and confusion, he was a child wandering in the dark. Until he found the key, heard the call, and with his brethren here, braved the most inaccessible place on the globe, and proved himself worthy.
Worthy of forging the chain, sealing the links of every life back to his distant, distant past, and proving that he deserved this destiny.
Deserved to be here, at the end of things.
The serpent-shape wound its way around the shimmering trunk, slithered patiently across and under golden branches and around glittering leaves. It shed scales or bark in its wake, loosing a storm of kaleidoscopic petals.
The twins were ahead and below, gorging on cosmic wisdom, filling their young bellies with the truth of the universe; and Raiden had a momentary stab of jealousy. For them, and these others — his compatriots on this quest who couldn’t wait for him. They were in the throes of godhood, already ahead of him on their path.
But he was their leader, and while the others had meditated and studied and honed their minds to this coming ordeal, he knew they could weather the onslaught of this ‘gift’ the serpent offered.
Adam partook of it and learned the hard truth of the world: that it wasn’t all rainbows and waterfalls and a lovely naked mate. There was more to the world, so much more than we humans thought we knew and understood. There was a world behind the world, quarks beneath the atoms, beauty behind the travesty.
The serpent, the vine greater than all the rest, with eyes of crimson and slavering jaws, completed its path, and as it lunged for him he thought about Caleb — who had his own part to play and was about to have his mind blown completely open.
Raiden yawned wide and breathed in the truth.
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He saw Raiden’s astral body jerk with the impact. It spun and thrashed as if in the throes of electrocution, and Caleb’s first impulse was to reach out and pull him free of the offending vine. He saw now, clearly. The tree as a menacing Lovecraftian deity, absorbing its followers and annihilating them with callous disdain.
But it wasn’t that.
The vine — another offshoot of the serpent — coming toward him, hovering now just a foot away…
It had no motives, nothing but mindless fulfillment of its timeless purpose. Whatever it was: primordial sentience incarnate or data repository in some Matrix Overmind, its function was that of curator, teacher…
Library…
And Caleb, he was ever the student.
Despite the feeling — no, the certainty — that the others here were locked in a fight for their very souls and were likely never to return with any semblance to their true selves, he turned toward the serpent. Bowed his head, opened his mouth wide, and prepared to accept what he had spent his whole life searching for.
He always thought that maybe upon death, all the answers would come in the afterlife, if such a thing existed.
Now, this was a shortcut.
But only if you can come back, big brother. Only if you can come back.
He heard it and wasn’t sure if the voice was his sister’s or if it came from his own mind — the last remnants of it before the onslaught of eternity ripped his self and his paltry life experiences and knowledge to shreds.
He accepted the fruit.
And bit deep.
* * *
Orlando could see the twins. Right there, in his grasp almost, but for the golden cords encircling them, but for the onslaught of information cascading through his being.
He didn’t know whether it was the proximity to his children and his role as father to protect them at all costs, or if it had something to do with leftover vestiges of being a Custodian, but despite the flood of infinite-everything, he felt oddly detached. Unaffected.
There were glimpses of star systems distant and indescribable; worlds upon worlds full of races and lifeforms and complex thought-beings, such varied forms of intelligent life; some immense, and others microscopic, occupying their own universes so tiny they could fit in the merest cell of a granule under a blade of grass.
All these visions beckoned to him, demanded his attention, his awe and his wonder. And more… glimpses now of other rifts breaking through the space-time, shredding the backdrop of stars, planets and galaxies and nebulae. Dismantling the scene as if it were just a cardboard backdrop, and then tempting to reveal the truth of what lay beyond.
Orlando knew he had a glimpse of that already; he had peeked behind the proverbial curtain — and didn’t like, or fully understand, what he saw.
He shook it off. Ultimately, right here and right now, it doesn’t freaking matter.
He could compartmentalize the knowledge transfer, push it to one side, and focus. On what did really matter:
The two little beings right before him.
And one other soul outside this reality. Phoebe.
As if on cue, he heard it again…
Orlando…
Bring them home.
It was sweet, the voice. It was gentle and powerful, and just as alluring as the stream of visions and truth flooding into his soul.
And yet, it couldn’t be quenched or ignored. Especially not after the next words filtering through the billions and billions of bytes of data, overpowered everything else.
We haven’t had our life together, not even close. Come. Back. To. Me.
And that was all it took. He wriggled one arm free, then the other…
* * *
Caleb climbed the great Pharos Lighthouse and stood with the architect Sostratus at the apex below the dazzling flame and the mirror directing the light across the harbor. Only this time, here under a timeless night sky, under constellations that bore no resemblance to anything ever in this planet’s heavens, the beam wasn’t offering a beacon to weary travelers.
This time, it was devouring the world.
Snuffing out reality everywhere it touched, absorbing and vacuuming up every droplet of seawater, every cloud, every mountain, rock, and living thing; even spreading out to the sky and devouring the planets, stars and galaxies.
Caleb found himself before the mirror, directly in the path of the return beam. Absorbing it all, taking everything into his every pore. Consuming without pause, the very nature of every atom the light returned, even as it destroyed all it touched, out into infinity.
And beyond? he thought giddily. Was that Orlando’s voice, or his own or…?
Whose?
You know…
A thought appeared, trying to rise amidst the barrage of impressions and visions, amidst glimpses into the lives of beings struggling to survive on harsh, distant worlds in galaxies beyond the reach of the most powerful scope.
A young boy, looking more like his lovely mother than his duller father, running through a room full of books and comics and magazines, holding aloft a toy spaceship and gleefully shouting about soaring to infinity.
Alexander…
Another burst of information blasted into his consciousness, his self as it was now. Is my body still even back there somewhere? And where is here?
Thoughts came, and answers returned just as fast. He nodded and understood. It was all so obvious. Other familiar voices mingled with the billions already streaming in his cosmic thoughts: like the ultimate government surveillance program, he could hear each and every conversation.
Lydia, seeing her now in a shaft of sunlight: Caleb, you’re so close. Here, with me… A book in her hands, standing before a massive shelf of countless scrolls, in a sunbeam-highlighted chamber with countless packed shelves.
His heart (wherever it was) cracked and crumbled. He wanted to reach out to her, but then his father appeared, striding into the Pharos vault at his back, where the door opened as it did that first time for Caleb and Phoebe.
Son, it’s time. You’ve won.
He ached, his every astral cell cried out in loss and denial, and now — liberty and joy. This was a reunion and more. A becoming, a merging.
Was this heaven, then, just by another name? A rejoining the infinite? Escaping the singular, and the separate?
His mother agreed. “Come,” she said from the entrance to the vine-shrouded temple in Belize, where his biggest mistake and overzealous curiosity led to Phoebe’s early paralysis. The loss of her childhood, and his never-ending guilt.
Caleb smelled freshly baked cookies, and they were back now at their lighthouse home, beside a cozy fireplace, preparing for their Morpheus friends to arrive…
Stay, they all said, standing and dropping their papers and pencils. The game was over, the need for the right questions — forever gone.
All the answers were coming. So fast, blindingly fast, that he couldn’t focus on anything, and now, arriving at the top of the stairs, the light of their beacon in the rain was right there, calling to him.
Only, it flickered, not broadcasting to its full strength.
Because other voices shouted above the din of all these long-lost friends, and so many others throughout the millennia.
Caleb, man… Brother…
Orlando?
Find something and get out of there. Come back to us…
But this is it, he thought. It’s why I’m here. Why I’ve done anything and everything in my whole life. Maybe in countless previous lives. All leading up to—
To bullshit, Orlando yelled back over the flood of conversations, the din of epic battles and cannon fire and laser blasts on some remote moon. Search your heart… your feelings. You know that’s not true.
Yes, it is. Caleb frowned inside. How could it not be?
And more importantly, he thought as he turned back and saw Orlando’s figure nearing the rift and holding the twin forms. How can you leave all this? Seeing what’s beyond, seeing the truth? This is the sin of the Tree and eating of the fruit. We will become as gods and have no place in the world of mortals.
So that’s what you want?
Of course. Who wouldn’t?
Not me, Orlando replied as he, along with the twins in his grasp, floated before the sword-shaped rift — the portal that from this side looked like a grainy old film. Not inviting, just dull and bleak compared to the vibrant world all around, and the promise of more beyond and through the Tree.
I’m leaving, he continued. Not going to miss out on the little things, like seeing these hellions grow up. Like kissing the hell out of your sister some more. Eternity can wait, big brother-in-law.
And with that he moved into the boring, fluttering tear in space — then stopped short.
Something — someone — else was in his path.
Someone glowing with a radiance that banished the black and white, dispelled the kaleidoscopic golden energy and wrapped it all up in an emerald haze.
* * *
Raiden absorbed it all: every drop of wisdom, every gulp of experience, every draught of enlightenment. And it all kept flowing, an endless upload of non-stop truth. Time was irrelevant. Matter a nonsense construct, stars and planets just balls of hot air floating in some faux garden in a world of make-believe where the trees sagged, and the wallpaper-sky frayed and peeled, revealing…
This is what I need to see, he thought, except… It wasn’t him.
I don’t want to see beyond that.
Off-mission, he thought. Crowe maybe… he would care, but unless what was beyond there, beyond the sun and stars…
Somewhere, beyond the sea…
…lay power, then maybe Raiden cared. He didn’t come here for the truth. He came for the power that would elevate him, and these others, to become like the gods themselves. Or God, or whatever created this garden, this world, this Tree…
And then told us to stay away. Just go play like children.
He looked away, or tried to, even though a dazzling light speared toward him from beyond the peeling layers of this universe. With supreme effort, he turned his attention behind him, toward the rift to the world he had known. The world that had borne him for hundreds of lifetimes, that had carried him and pleasured him and tortured him, denied him and enhanced him, and then made him start all over again. And again.
First, he saw the two smaller forms — detaching from the vines, being unhooked by the larger one. The new arrival seemed infused with an extra aura, like a grace, and the snake-things deferred to him, even allowed him to exit with the little power conduits.
Maybe it didn’t matter. They were done. They had entered the rift first and had fed the Serpent.
A pang of jealousy coursed through Raiden’s form, riding along with the download of infinity. Then it turned to anger. He couldn’t let them leave.
That’s my world back there.
Mine!
He concentrated and reached out — and found he was now part of the tree. One and the same, through vines and branches, bark and roots. Under the stealthy, patiently constricting serpent farther up there, knowingly watching. He reached out, connected with the others, the followers of Horus, the companions. The others who had become One.
The rightful rulers of this world.
Eternity continued to flood his mind and soul, and with every passing moment, the world beyond the rift seemed to fade in significance. Although — he could still see out the tear, into a universe controlled by him alone. By Raiden and…
The others, now accepting and merging and becoming one, fueling their selves together into one… great… God.
Merging with the serpent body that slithered around and around the trunk, slowly, like the Caduceus. The acceptance of the other five souls did nothing to diminish his own, but only felt like dumping gallons of water into an already expanding ocean.
The power!
He reared up, twisting undulating and feeling the other vines, all a part of himself. One bird remained below, drinking heavily, consuming the nectar.
Caleb Crowe could wait, but he would join them shortly.
For now, the three fleeing souls had to stay. And stay they would, for none could taste of this gift and want for anything else.
What had I been seeking before?
An image flashed somewhere among the countless visions of past and future: a group of men and women lording over the world, high atop some mountain temple, like ancient gods.
It would/had come to pass, only in a different way.
This world would fall first. The rift would be widened and thrust open, and he would slide out, birthed into the corporeal only long enough to offer the truth to the poor, blind souls of this misguided realm of falseness.
He and his companions had chosen well.
The game was over. The game should end, and all should eat from the fruit and become one…
And then return beyond the sea.
He heard a hissing in his ears, the sound of a trillion souls crying out for salvation. An end to pain, grief, remorse and regret. An end to ignorance.
He coiled, ready to strike and devour the three fleeing figures, but something gave him pause.
A lone figure in the rift.
Not a soul. No astral body, no separated-self.
An actual form of matter, braving the howling winds of energy, the maelstrom between the world of the game and the world of the truth.
Somewhere, deep down in his recent memory, he recalled that this shouldn’t be.
Couldn’t be.
It gave him pause, just enough to question it.
And in that moment, something happened. On the fringes of his being, connected still to the tree, that one loose element waiting to fully accept the fruit…
…introduced a level of doubt in the whole enterprise, interrupting the stream and dislocating the truth.
* * *
“Dad,” came the voice from the emerald glow.
And with it, toward Caleb, flowed wave after wave of emotion, of love and longing. Of a lifetime, short and meaningless in light of everything else he’d just absorbed, but one that would be missed so powerfully. The crushing weight of the loss overwhelmed him suddenly and triggered the sense of protection only a father could feel.
Alexander was headed for the rift, was almost at it.
He couldn’t survive. Nothing could. He would be torn to shreds, all because of Caleb.
“Going to save you, Dad…”
No!
Caleb tried to shout, tried and to yell to Orlando, stop him, stop! Not another step.
Alexander took another step.
The rift shimmered, cracked, twisted and jittered as Alexander approached.
The emerald glow… Caleb saw it around his son’s neck. It was protecting him, somewhat, but it couldn’t save him in here. In fact…
He knew, knew based on its nature, its true cosmic-matter structure, it would in fact do the opposite, and probably much worse.
“Dad, listen to Orlando. I know this is the end of your quest. You’ve won, found the ultimate treasure, but please… It’s not what you want.”
It’s not… Caleb already knew how this conversation would transpire. Knew already in a half a billion universes and alternate realities how it played out. He knew he would always come to the same conclusion that Alexander had just brought him to.
Knew, because it was the truth, and because he was who he was.
In this life or in any.
“It wasn’t the treasure you were after. It’s not the knowledge, or all the books in the world, or all the knowledge that was ever lost that made you what you are.”
It’s the hunt, the thirst for that knowledge, and…
“It’s the quest itself. The hunt, the chase, and the certainty that we may never be certain of anything. That’s what drives you. It’s what it means to be human, what it means to deny that last bite of the apple.”
But Caleb was no longer listening. He had already spit it out, every last morsel. The taste still lingered, but it felt like his throat burned and he had consumed the foulest, most acidic alcohol. He detached himself from the vine, and with a thought, blasted back toward the rift, where he caught the serpent in its hesitation, grasped it by the tail, and with a strength rivaling the Titans of Greece, flung it back into the upper branches of the tree.
With a last, giddy breath, and a bow toward the writhing, trembling tree of light, Caleb exhaled and did his best to leave the infinite breath behind. Like a deflating balloon it pushed his astral self backwards, colliding with Orlando and knocking both out and through the rift—
— through Alexander and returning to their own bodies.
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Caleb shot up an instant later, gasping and disoriented in every one of his senses. His body felt alien, his skull a tiny thimble. Nothing fit inside. All the knowledge and wisdom of the Tree and the other place, just trying to cram back inside and scatter among the pockets inside his brain. He imagined billions of alcoves, his mind an ancient Greek library, overflowing.
So many sights, and truths, and…
“Dad!”
Someone shook him, then embraced him. A boy, and a woman. Someone else was getting up from a prone position and rubbing his head.
“Dad, do you know me? Do you know where you are?”
Caleb blinked and tried to focus his eyes on the material world taking shape around him. Dim and shadowy, almost fake in every way like a projection. Maybe from… that, the crimson tear hanging in the air, giving off waves of heat.
“Caleb,” a woman’s voice, her eyes as green as…
The little stone around the boy’s neck. The boy calling him…
“Dad?” He pulled him close, and the boy was tall, not at all as he would have pictured a son. More like a grown man, more and more every day.
“Big brother?” Another voice, from the woman helping the other dreamer back to his feet. This one familiar, like they had just been together, along with a pair of little ones.
He heard crying now, soft and weak, but full of hunger and need, and the couple went to the table to pick up and hold the twins.
“Give him a moment,” said the green-eyed, tan-skinned woman, sleek as a cat. Attractive suddenly in a way that at once made him ashamed, as if before this moment he had been incapable of feeling attraction, or lust, or shame.
An image of a man and woman, naked before an apple tree came to his mind, and then his surroundings shifted into place.
The man holding a child came closer, eying him curiously. “Caleb, don’t fight it. Don’t try to hold onto everything. Our brains aren’t meant to know everything. To retain all of it would be… well, it would really suck.”
Caleb frowned and tried to do exactly what he’d been told not to, mentally grasping at wispy bits of knowledge and items of truth. He felt like waking up after a beautiful, meaningful dream and trying to hold onto all the facets of it, the imagery and the discoveries, yet most of it just slipped away. He would always let those go because deep down he knew that dream world wasn’t important; wasn’t where he spent his days, wasn’t where his life would be lived. And thus, it didn’t matter.
Throwaway knowledge, no matter how truthful, had to make way for the information that really mattered.
He was Caleb Crowe. He had a sister, two sons. A lover… named Nina. A friend named Orlando.
And a world depending on him.
He had created this psychic catastrophe, He had to help end it.
He took a deep breath, hugged his son close, then backed away, studying the green stone around his neck. He was close to remembering something else, something vital about the nature of this thing — and everything around them when another sound jarred his senses.
Gunfire from somewhere above, echoing painfully, followed by the sound of engines, and screams.
“No!” yelled Nina. “Jacob!”
* * *
“Wait,” Aria said, holding up a hand as she had started up the ramp. “I saw him… Leading them up the ramp, about to enter the pyramid, coming in fast and he’s got an injured person with him.”
“Temple!” Phoebe said, viewing it herself.
Nina cocked the M5 and tossed the 9mm over to Aria. “Let’s go!”
“No,” said Alexander, stepping away from his father and moving ahead of the others. He touched the emerald stone, the gem of power and control. “I have another way.”
He reached out to the sense the area up there, seeing it in his memory first, and then, he closed his eyes…
* * *
…and saw it for real, opening them inside of one of the soldiers pursuing Jacob. Ahead of the dozen or so other black-clad para-military members, he roared up the ramp fast, tearing into the ice and maneuvering the corners at breakneck speed. Gaining on the two lumbering up on the Snow-Cat, he would catch them before the mangled entrance and before they could get inside to safety.
Alexander had no time to revel in the wonder of being in two places at once. He could still sense his body down there in the depths of the pyramid, could still feel the others all around him: his father’s eyes especially, concerned and more than a bit bewildered. He could only imagine what Dad was feeling now, coming back after whatever was through that breach; he wanted to help, wanted to heal, wanted to take Aria in his arms and keep her safe and build something together with her, more than anything. But right now, so much stood in the way. The end of everything as he knew it, if they couldn’t get out of here.
And he would never forgive himself if anything happened to Jacob, despite their history, their rivalry.
Alexander could save him.
And did.
This soldier was his to command, and for just a moment he pictured himself back in the lighthouse basement, playing with army men and tanks and toys, waging epic battles; victory turning on the actions of a lone hero that he, Alexander, controlled.
Just as he controlled this one.
Bearing down on the helpless, bullet-riddled Snow-Cat and the boy trying to get out and aim his gun, Alexander took control, gently, and eased the man’s weight slightly to the left, then banked hard.
Sorry.
He didn’t know this man, didn’t know if he had a family, if he was here against his will or was just a stone-cold mercenary, but he decided he’d go with the last option, and as the snowmobile flipped sideways, over and over, throwing the rider, Alexander stayed with him and endured the pain of broken bones and jarring impacts, just to see the aftermath — as the other vehicles came careening around the bend and collided with the sled or tried to avoid it. Two crashed into the mountainside, one tried to swerve and stay on the trail but slid over the edge and tumbled violently to the base. The last, a larger Snow-Cat, came to a halt before the pileup of three wrecked snowmobiles. Two men got out, but Alexander, groaning in pain and lying on the ice inside the dying man’s mind, had seen enough.
“I’m out,” he said, and opened his eyes down below, gasping and holding his ribs, still feeling the shadow pain. He fell back, into his father’s arms as Aria came closer, eyes wide.
“I saw the crash…”
He nodded. “Not super proud of that, but…”
“You should be,” Nina said from behind him. “How many left?”
“Four or five,” Aria said, holding her temple.
“Manageable.”
Nina cocked the magazine, was about to head up the ramp when she paused, looked back and aimed. Caleb ducked reflexively, and Orlando shoved Phoebe and the twins out of the way.
Gunfire sprayed in six precise bursts as Nina aimed and shifted her arm. Six times, stopping at last for a breath, and to ask once more. “Is it ok to kill these bastards now?”
One last burst, and Raiden’s body jerked with the impact of five rounds right into his chest.
“No objections?”
She nodded in satisfaction, then wheeled on her heels and started up the ramp.
Aria groaned and dropped to a knee. “Wait!”
“What?”
Aria shook her head, and as Alexander knelt beside her and tried to comfort her, she looked up, taking deep breaths. “Something’s changed. I don’t feel it anymore.”
“Feel what?”
“Anything. The sensations, the field of psychic-whatever, it’s like it’s gone.”
Her eyes blinked rapidly, scanning everyone around her. “The shield…”
“…is down,” said another voice. A familiar but quite out of place voice that made Alexander jump in shock.
He turned, with the others, and saw the impossible.
Xavier Montross was standing there, over the body of Raiden.
* * *
“We succeeded,” he said calmly, although he seemed to be struggling to maintain his standing. He shimmered slightly in a holographic-like form.
“You’re projecting,” Nina said.
His smile for her was short-lived. He seemed in pain.
“You’re still seeing something… horrible,” Orlando said, and then nodded. “The comet is still heading toward us. Armageddon still keeping our date.”
Xavier shook his head, hand up. “Yes, but…” Then he mumbled something inaudible.
Footsteps coming, rounding the bend…
Jacob, carrying along a wounded Edgerrin. Out of breath, but strong and looking triumphant, he only slowed when he saw his mother — and then Alexander.
Specifically, the gem around his neck. Green light danced in Jacob’s eyes.
The hologram flickered. “Can’t keep this up, but it’s something… that threatens everything. Happens in the next few minutes if you don’t stop it.”
Alexander’s hand went to his neck, to the gem, and it trembled in his fingers. “What?”
Xavier groaned and held his head. Getting a vision back wherever he was.
“Are you seeing your death again?” Caleb asked, shaking off more of his cobwebs, and stepping towards the apparition.
“Yes,” Xavier whispered, fading. “And everyone’s. I…” His eyes flashed to Jacob, then to Nina.
And before he disappeared, he said one word, as loud as he could — which sounded like it originated a thousand miles away.
And sounded like: “Isildur.”
* * *
Caleb had a flash of insight. Of memory maybe, fading and drying like drops on a windshield. He had seen one of a possible infinite set of futures. One here with someone all in black striding over a mountain of corpses amidst a burning world. It hadn’t meant anything in that other place, the one at the time which seemed far more real than this menagerie. But he recalled the glow of something around a hooded man’s neck as he wielded power over armies and sent them clashing against each other on land, in the sea and the skies.
“Caleb…” Orlando’s voice. “You know, I think he said ‘Isildur.’”
“Yeah,” Aria said. “What the hell is that?”
“I know what it is,” Caleb said — at the same time Alexander did.
Phoebe coughed and looked around at the others. “Wait, tell me it’s not a Lord of the Rings reference.”
“That’s my girl,” Orlando said proudly, smiling at Phoebe. “The human warrior who had a chance to destroy the ring of power, but instead kept it himself and let its power corrupt him until it ultimately found its way back to the Dark Lord and threatened all life on Middle-Earth.”
Jacob and Nina helped Edgerrin down comfortably, and as she looked back up, waiting for the reinforcements to come, Jacob stepped toward Alexander.
“What are you looking at?” Alexander asked, taking a step back.
“What?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Caleb said, stepping in front of Alexander. “The future isn’t written in stone. Who we become is up to us, based on the temptations offered and the choices we make. But today, right here and right now, we have a chance to end it. Before any such temptation.”
Again, the image of the hooded avatar of death and destruction rose in his mind.
“Then end it,” Orlando said.
Alexander met his father’s look, pulling his glance away from the jealous, deeply hungry gaze in Jacob’s eyes. “End it,” he echoed.
And in one quick motion, Caleb reached out, snatched the gem, and ripped it from Alexander’s neck. Took one step, and without a thought, just keeping his mind empty, tunneling through the conflagration of memories, visions and the flood of data he couldn’t quite shake or see in more focus, he threw it—
— directly into the rift.
“No!” Jacob yelled.
“Caleb!” Nina shouted. “We needed that, it could—”
But then the stone struck the energy of the negative space-quantum otherness on the other side. An eruption of force and pressure shook the interior of the cavern, but most of the energy seemed contained. Or perhaps it was implosion, but whatever it was, the rift turned a violent shade of green, seething and pulsing brighter and brighter — and then the tear latched itself, sewing up and over as if invisible strands bound it tighter and tighter, stretching the fabric of reality on this side and…
“It’s closing!” Jacob screamed it, running toward the barrier, but Caleb caught him at the last. Held him back, held him close.
“I hadn’t expected that,” he said as it sealed up, sparkling jade, and then vanished. “But it’s for the best.”
“How?” Jacob asked bitterly while trying to pull away. He looked to his mother who had turned back, confused.
“Now, we’re on our own,” Caleb said, holding him close and vowing to be a father again, to make up for lost time. He looked to Nina, and offered a smile of hope, and forgiveness, and reached for her.
“But never alone,” he added. “We go through this life together, and we learn, and we question, and we die — always wanting to know more.”
And then do we do it again? He wondered. Or is that it and our consciousness expands and becomes infinite and elements come back to this place to grow and strive and experience? And… love.
Alexander was standing beside him now, and Nina came closer as they all watched the rift seal, flicker and disappear, and the dead tree alone quivered and hung desolate and obsolete. Orlando and Phoebe moved closer as well, and they all stood together, and the twins began to cry, and it all began again.
“The soldiers are leaving,” Phoebe said. “With the shield down and their numbers pretty much screwed, they’re out.”
“Thank God,” Edgerrin said with a groan from the floor. “For that, but mostly because I’m not freakin psychic anymore.”
“Well that’s good,” Caleb said. “Now, how do we get out of this godforsaken place?”
“I think we’re set,” Nina said, taking Jacob’s hand and finding he wasn’t letting go of his father quite yet — and finding that she was surprisingly happy about that fact.
“What do you mean?” Edgerrin asked.
Nina sighed. “I know Xavier. Before he sent himself here, he would have seen our situation, alerted the troops. Aircraft carrier not far, if I recall. We’ll have an escort within a few hours, is my bet. Let’s go to the beach.”
Caleb was the last to head up, after the others started. They left the bodies here, the ancient treasures and statues and mosaics. Left the stories, the conspiracies, the technology and mysteries farther down; the tunnels and the long-vacant underground cities.
Left it all for another day.
Another generation.
He smiled, watching Alexander and Aria, holding hands, walking up the ramp, walking reverently past treasures belonging to truth seekers of long ago.
An unbroken cycle.
A perfect circle.
Smiling still, Caleb gave a sad look back to Raiden, acknowledging his aspirations and respecting the ultimate but misguided pursuits, and then turned and followed the others out of the past.
Toward the uncertain future.

Epilogue

“I don’t believe the missiles are going to launch.”
Everyone in the Stargate HQ situation room turned to the screen, patched into the War Room at the White House, where Xavier/Mason stood in his dark blue suit. He was no longer acting Commander in Chief but had been temporarily made General of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He had taken on himself the coordination of global recovery, leading a multi-national force to restore order and trust in the world’s institutions and governments.
It hadn’t been as difficult as Caleb would have thought. Not just because Xavier was a key component of the leadership, but because — while the world’s population had become psychic, the resulting change in perception had altered the global personality.
Hatred diminished, if only marginally. A bit more unity, understanding and respect grudgingly emerged. The forced exposure to the commonality of consciousness had brought the world’s disjointed factions a step closer to healing and bonded them in shared wonder.
Some truths were too hard to bury, but they were largely outweighed by positive perceptions of standing in others’ shoes and trudging through the pains of the world. But more importantly, the world had been drawn together by the commonest of emotions: fear.
Many, many had seen this very moment.
Had seen the wrath of comet Icarus, coming inextricably for its return date with their home planet.
They had seen this moment, most of those who had asked the important questions, who had overcome their petty immediate concerns and had learned to harness the gift during the brief time they owned it. They’d asked good, smart questions about the coming years and the threat they perceived, however dimly.
But most, unlike those in this room, hadn’t been skilled enough to ask the right question.
Those in this room did, and they all perceived it now. Here, after the shield had come down and the rest of the world clumsily went back to limited perceptions, these few continued to see.
As one, they sought an answer to the question posed. They drew. They sketched, they just meditated and mumbled or simply… perceived.
They saw Xavier in charge. In the War Room, but a changed one, occupied not just by the Joint Chiefs and advisors in U.S. uniforms, but by many designees from other nations. A conglomerate of powers all united against the incoming threat.
Poised to launch weapons enhanced and prepared over the past seven years.
All in expectation for this day; all according to the best minds and the most extensive computer simulations on timing and nuclear payloads. Disaster preparations had been made, shelters and relocation routes constructed. Coastal areas were evacuated, and food storehouses built up, with relief teams at the ready. The world stood united and prepared as never before.
Awaiting apocalypse or salvation.
Xavier followed the course of the comet on the great holographic screen over the table, and then, with the prayers and thoughts of everyone in the room and watching the televised event across the planet, he reached down and was about to press the launch button…
— When the screen flashed red.
“Sir,” came a disembodied voice from a speaker. “Hold, there’s something…”
And they all saw it on the holo-projector: a narrow, golden beam. Like a penlight, shooting out from the Moon…
It struck the incoming jagged comet…
…which promptly vanished.
The room fell into stunned silence.
Murmurs, then some fell to their knees in prayer while others raced for independent confirmation. Xavier held a hand to his head, then turned and faced the cameras, looking at the entire world…
Not at the world… but at Caleb and this team specifically. In his present, seven years from now, to the team gathered at the Stargate Headquarters, but also… knowingly now, to the group (himself included), seven years earlier…
At the Sodus lighthouse, where the team was meeting in the aftermath of the world returning to normal, in the aftermath of Antarctica, when they all had a chance to stop and breathe, and — not to leave anything to chance — to formulate a plan for Icarus.
“Did you see that?”
Xavier asked it then, and now, back in the present as they all pulled out of their trances. Papers and sketches around the table. Orlando had drawn the Moon on his tablet, surprisingly CGI-like artistic, with a beam indicating it had come from the dark side. It was the best of the artistic bunch, but not by much. Alexander and Phoebe had the comet exploding over the earth, with the lunar crescent lording over it. Xavier and Jacob spoke in lowered tones about the Moon’s death ray, and the fact that in seven years, unless something else happened, salvation was in the cards.
Victoria, Eric and Craig and other new recruits were seated around in comfortable couches and chairs, surrounded by their own creative output, and lots of food…
“Oh Lord,” said Caleb. He stood, on wobbly legs, considering all the graphic evidence, considering what he had just witnessed. “I’m guessing some of you just tried to view the source of that beam, as I have.”
“Had to know that would be a dead end,” said Xavier.
“A dead blue end,” Phoebe added.
“Yeah. Still, gave it a try,” Caleb turned his attention to Alexander. To Aria, beside him. To Jacob, frowning and studying the pictures with determination. The sight stirred something in him. Memories and pride. Hope.
He looked to Nina and met her eyes. Saw her smile. She knew what he was thinking. She took a step closer, and their hands found each other, and he felt her warmth and knew there would be time for many things in the next seven years.
Time for healing, for re-kindling. For grooming the next wave.
He glanced at Diana, her arms around Xavier’s waist.
For study and analysis. For missions and exploration.
He would always be a part of all that, but for now, he didn’t have to do any of it alone. Or even lead it. Others were ready.
“We’ll figure this out,” he said confidently. “And if not…”
Alexander looked up, as if on cue and it was his line. “If not, then that’s the fun of it anyway. Searching for the unknown.”
“It’s out there,” Caleb said, turning his attention back to the pictures, to the rough sketches and the shading of the sphere, representing everything that was hidden.
It was an invitation, almost as if saying…
Come on. We’re here. See if you can find us.
He smiled, a million questions in his mind.
Narrowing them down to the right ones would, as Alexander said, be fun.
THE END

Notes to the Reader

Antarctica
Antarctica, which makes up more land mass than Europe and is twice the size of Australia, is for all extensive purposes, a place of unexplored mystery under all that ice. But was it always so? The Piri Reis Map is a real thing, and definitely shows the true coastline, bereft of ice, which begs the question of where such knowledge to draw that came from — psychics or was it handed down from a time when there had been a seafaring civilization before a cataclysmic pole shift? Perhaps because of its inaccessibility, Antarctica is ripe for theories: conspiracies, UFOs, secret experiments and other phenomena; reports of strange lights, crafts rising from the ice, pockets of unusual heating, vegetation and fresh lakes; satellite imagery showing unusual circular masses giving off radiation; allegations that Nazis were directly searching for an entrance to a Hollow Earth, believing they could find the legendary land of Thule and contact ancient races or learn secret technology from their records to help conquer the world.
Additionally, reports that in 2017 many top world leaders, including Secretary John Kerry and Pope Francis, visited Antarctica and returned, visibly shaken and with their outlooks changed on many things. Operation High Jump, led by Admiral Byrd in 1946-47, was ostensibly to set up an Antarctic base, but many speculate that to do so didn’t require 4,700 men, 13 ships, and 33 aircraft, and that their true purpose was to confront either a Nazi base of operations, or prevent advanced tech and weaponry from falling into the wrong hands. Speculation has even included the possibility that Byrd went up against some other unworldly force — or at least that the Nazis had harnessed some sort of anti-gravity propulsion system, and the battle was fierce. Byrd later warned of the potential for invasion from the poles, and since the area has been hotly contested, it became mostly off limits by treaty (although often violated). Maybe the truth will come out soon.
“The Emerald Gem”
This artifact, for my purposes here, was modeled after the jewel component of the Imperial Regalia of Japan.
The jewel, Yasakani no Magatama was a comma-shaped bead or jewel, one of three items of cosmic origin, supposedly used by the ancient gods to coax the sun goddess Amaterasu out of hiding after the world had plunged into darkness. Since there's evidence that the mirror may have been destroyed in a fire in 1040, and the present sword is likely a replica, many believe that the imperial jewel may be the only remaining piece of the original Regalia. It now resides close to the Imperial Family in Tokyo’s Imperial Palace within the Three Palace Sanctuaries, which are used for ceremonies and especially transfers of power.
One legend has it that after a naval battle with a rival clan in 1185, the ruling dynasty threw the items into the sea, and that divers eventually recovered the jewel. I took liberties with this part, namely where it had been lost and subsequently recovered, and also with what the jewel actually represented, theorizing it could have been part of the fabled second Emerald Tablet, complete with its own brand of powers — in this case, leadership and control of others.
The Akashic Record
This is a fascinating concept, and a natural destination and end point for the central character of this series. Fascinated with knowledge and libraries especially, Caleb’s quest for the greatest ancient library began this series, so I thought it was only fitting that by the end we’ve come to the ultimate library — what New Agers, Theosophists and pseudoscience-lovers all embrace, called the Akashic Record. In a nutshell, it’s a storehouse of everything (from each soul’s every single thought, action, word and emotion — to knowledge of the working of the universe itself, all saved in the ether, in some other non-physical plane of reality. And, most importantly, it’s accessible by those who have the right ‘key’: whether that’s being psychic or knowing the right mantras or trances or what have you. Mystics, buddhas, ascended masters, or just plain intuitive people who might have been labeled ‘crackpots’… maybe this ‘library’ is what they’re able to tap into, seeking answers to mysteries, to questions, to just knowing things that shouldn’t be knowable otherwise.
For this novel, I felt the wisdom tempted by the serpent in the Bible’s Tree of Life was comparable enough, and that these two were basically one and the same; and from that premise it followed that the cautionary tale of expulsion from paradise was equitable to being denied full access to the Akashic Record, or what have you, and it only made sense that those seeking the truth would ultimately find their way back to make that decision once more.
Comet Icarus
According to astronomers, the huge space rock called Icarus, which has been monitored by NASA since 1949, could one day hit us and has the potential to wipe out a hemisphere. It could strike with a speed of almost 66,000 miles an hour — more than 28 times faster than the Moon's orbit speed of 2,300mph. Fortunately, its next pass isn’t scheduled until in June 2043, but the distances have been known to vary and it could pass further away, or it could be thousands of years before it actually strikes. I of course took liberties with its path and the nature of its catastrophic potential.
Far Side of the Moon
This has been covered before, but it’s still intriguing to me. Theories and allegations abound that NASA and some of our astronauts witnessed not only UFOs, but a base on the far side of the moon, and that aliens somehow communicated that we were to ‘stay the hell away’ (my words). And there is also the report (discussed in an earlier book) that remote viewer extraordinaire Ingo Swann had a vision of something quite similar when given sealed coordinates and told to report what he saw up there.
What is also fascinating is that, as of the writing of this novel, China’s ‘Chang’e-4’ mission is planned to make the first ever landing on the far side, sending a rover to explore the surface, and including other satellites to allow communication back. Expectations (and fears for some) are high…
Nan Madol
This ‘Venice of the Pacific’ in Micronesia is an incredible place, an engineering marvel and considered one of the greatest archaeological wonders of the world. It comes all wrapped up with a rich history, a plethora of baffling mysteries, and a boatload of speculation. How and why they moved the giant volcanic rocks from miles away over difficult terrain, and then stacked them 50 feet high and almost 20 feet thick, has never been answered. The platinum coffins are well documented and were targets of Japanese investigation and retrieval during WWII. Local legends abound, and the only historical civilization residing there, from 1100–1600, claimed the city was there when they arrived, and relate tales of giants, levitation, magic and ghosts, and claimed the ancient kings had ‘supernatural powers’ that would curse any who disturbed their tombs or sought their treasure. The story of German governor Victor Berg, who entered one of the tombs, is based on fact. He supposedly found remains of giants measuring two-three meters tall, and he died the following morning after a night of torrential storms. There is also a fringe theory that the island of Pohnpei, attached to Nan Madol, has unique and subtle seismic activity, which generates piezoelectricity — and it’s this electromagnetism, combined with the ‘strangely magnetized basalt’ blocks that make Nan Madol special in ways that I theorize in the plot: allowing for an interplay of consciousness and technology that could explain the negation of gravity (and the amazing constructions we see there). Whatever the truth, the mysteries remain — enticing and thought-provoking. If only we could see into the past…
But again, it’s exactly that thought which started this whole series, and again I thank all you readers for coming along for the ride.

David Sakmyster
7/6/18
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