
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Prophet: Resurrection

    

    




      
        David Beers

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Mailing List Invitation

        

        
          Rachel Veritros

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Rachel Veritros

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Tidus

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Under Water

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Rachel and Nicki

        

        
          Tidus

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Battle

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          On Purpose and Other Things

        

        
          Also by David Beers

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mailing List Invitation

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rachel Veritros

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone involved with Rachel Veritros felt her influence on a very, very personal level. Indeed, for the people who fought at the Nile River, most never fully recovered psychologically from the brutality they witnessed and participated in.

      Four Ministers fought Rachel Veritros. Three survived; the fourth died in the collapse of the Constant Ministry’s capital.

      For The Old World’s Pope, Frances XIV—he only served in his position for two years following the war’s end.

      During his last week of service, the Pope’s hands wouldn’t quit shaking. When he picked up a cup of coffee, it rattled all the way to his mouth, and more often than not, spilled down his chin. The burns from such unfortunate accidents were bad, but they weren’t the reason he was ultimately asked to step down.

      While the Church’s official reasons for the man’s retirement were dignified, the truth was his mind had snapped. At least that’s what the people nearest to him said.

      Such things were only whispered about in the beginning.

      “The Pope is not well.”

      “He’s not sleeping.”

      “He’s raving at night.”

      The whispers grew louder though, as more voices joined in the chorus. To be fair, they also grew louder because the Pope’s actions … became more severe.

      “SHE’S NOT DEAD!” he finally shouted at a meeting of his Cardinals. “VERITROS ISN’T FUCKING DEAD!”

      The Cardinals had all sat in silence, most staring at the long wooden table in front of them. None knew what to say, especially not in front of the red faced Pope.

      A week later, he was no longer in power and the search for a new Pope began.

      Frances XIV only lived another five years after that, dying at the relatively young age of 72. His mental state had deteriorated further, until he mostly remained secluded in a single room. The people tasked with looking after him said that he conversed with himself quite often, though to them it sounded as if he was speaking with Veritros.

      They said the conversations were one sided, as if the Pope wanted the apparition to speak, but she wouldn’t.

      Frances XIV’s mental state continued deteriorating until he died alone in his bed. The person that found him said that his eyes were open, as if he’d been staring at the ceiling and not sleeping.

      The One Path’s Minister also came to an unsettling end, especially for someone with so much power and wealth. Her name—like all of the One Path’s Ministers—was Trinant One. Her breakdown came 15 years after the war, though she was even younger than the Pope, only 55 years old.

      Trinant’s hands didn’t shake, but her aides noticed the woman had begun to stare off into the sky for long hours.

      Hours.

      She would walk to the edge of her office and then stop, looking outside the Globe of One. Arms at her sides, she would stare out the huge windows until someone interrupted her. A recording showed she did this one morning for five hours before someone finally ventured inside her office. It was an eerie thing to see, watching her stand without moving—a slight sway from time to time—and only watching the clouds pass.

      Staring out a window certainly wasn’t enough to remove Trinant One from power, however. No one would even consider such a thing.

      Unfortunately for Trinant, that was only the beginning of her problems.

      An aide found her naked, standing in the hallway outside of her apartment inside the Globe. The aide had served Trinant for 20 years, yet when she walked up to her Minister, Trinant didn’t recognize her.

      “You’re not her,” the Minister said.

      “I’m not who, Your Grace?”

      “Veritros.”

      The aide did her best to get the woman first inside her apartment, then clothed. To her credit, the aide never spoke of what she found, not even after the horrible affair that took place.

      Trinant One quit making decisions, though not with any decree. Her time spent staring at the sky simply took up a larger and larger portion of her day, and her mind.

      “Your Grace,” one of her inner consortium said. “We’re growing concerned.”

      Trinant One didn’t hesitate. “I am as well.”

      “What concerns you, Your Grace?”

      “I don’t think she ever really left.”

      “Who?”

      “Veritros,” Trinant responded.

      The One Path never had the opportunity to remove their leader from power. Six months into her growing despondency, Trinant One woke up, went to her office, and began staring just as she had done for the past month.

      Recordings showed she stared for two hours.

      At the end of them, she walked closer to the window, then began banging her head against it. It started out softly, but grew into a steady drumbeat of whack … whack … WHACK. The office’s recording system captured it perfectly.

      This continued for another ten minutes.

      Then, Trinant abruptly stopped and stepped back from the window. Blood leaked down her head and the window, though neither seemed to notice.

      The windows that lined her office were floor to ceiling—ten long panels.

      The recording showed Trinant not moving at all as the panel in front of her slowly descended into the floor. Gusts of wind rushed in almost immediately, ruffling her long blonde hair across her face.

      Once the window had completely disappeared, Trinant One simply walked forward—and without pausing—committed suicide. She fell for miles before hitting the ocean. Her body was never recovered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The world recovered after Rachel Veritros, though very slowly. It was an odd feeling for years afterward, both for her followers and enemies. Her apostles fled across the globe, doing their best to hide from the constant manhunt. Even as they ran, or awaited trial (some were afforded this luxury), they couldn’t believe their Prophet was dead. Their very bones felt different, as if some portion of their marrow had been extracted.

      Her enemies lived in fear that she wasn’t truly gone. That she would return. Because it made no sense. One moment she had descended into the river, and the next she had simply ceased existing.

      What truly scared them was that they understood how close they’d been to losing.

      “We were lucky,” those in high positions said.

      That truth never wound its way down to the laymen, though. No, each Ministry kept up appearances, putting the glory on their respective gods.

      Outside of the two deceased Ministers, no one else spoke her name as the years passed. In the world’s mind, she became one with the Black—evil, and unmentionable.

      After a while, even those on high stopped thinking about her. They stopped thinking about the Nile River and the war that took place. Rachel Veritros passed from the minds of those who fought her.

      Those who knew her, and had followed her, eventually died.

      Something happened in that river, though, and humanity’s refusal to face it left a massive hole in their knowledge.

      Rachel Veritros had descended into it. She had moved close to the Unformed, understanding that the Union was near. And inside that boiling river, she had finally faced the question she’d refused to ask.

      What does It want?

      The world forever declared her a traitor and a blood-thirsty rebel. She went down in history as one of the most evil human beings to ever draw breath.

      However, the truth was that Rachel Veritros sacrificed herself in hope that she might save humanity.

      It would take nearly a thousand years for her to finally have the opportunity.
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      Rhett was turned around and looking out the back of the transport. “There’s four!”

      “Five!” the woman up front, Brinson, shouted back.

      Rhett now saw the fifth ship as well, dropping down from the top left to join the formation.

      The five of them were running for their lives; including four former prisoners—one rescued during the middle of his execution. Their ship was quickly picking up speed, but now the True Faith’s fist was closing around them.

      Rhett’s hands hurt from strangling Rebecca moments before, but he didn’t look down at them. He kept his eyes on the coming ships. To murder her, he had to first survive this—and killing Rebecca was all he wanted anymore.

      She was next to him, turned the same way and staring out the window, but he did his best not to look in her direction.

      If we’re not going to make it, I’ll kill her before they get me, he thought.

      Unless they blast you from the sky. Then you won’t have a chance.

      Rhett tumbled backwards as the transport nose dived. He fell toward the front of the transport, his back crashing hard on a chair.

      “STRAP IN!” Brinson shouted.

      Rhett struggled to right himself, looking straight up at the SkyLight above. The ships behind were following suit, dropping straight down too. Once his feet were somewhat set, he looked to his right, seeing Christine lying crumpled with her eyes closed. She was still unconscious from the torture the First Priest had forced her to endure. Brinson was right, everyone back here had to strap in, or they’d likely die from a broken neck.

      Rhett slowly moved to Christine as the ship barreled further down, sinking to the bottom of the Shrine. He grabbed her limp body and pulled her close.

      “TELL US WHEN YOU’RE RIGHTING!” he shouted to the front, wanting his voice to be heard over the air propulsion system.

      A laser zoomed past the side of the transport.

      “THEY’RE NOT TAKING US IN!” Brinson screamed back.

      Rhett looked out the window and saw the five transports.

      “WHAT’S THE PLAN?” he yelled, still staring up at the falling ships.

      Brinson said nothing in response and Rhett understood there wasn’t one.

      A few seconds passed, then, “RIGHTING!”

      Rhett braced himself as the ship straightened so that the ceiling now faced the SkyLight. He held onto Christine as it happened, ensuring she didn’t fall again. It took a few seconds, and he nearly fell, but finally he was standing upright. He rushed to a seat, placing Christine down first before sitting next to her. He pressed the buttons underneath both their chairs and immediately felt the AirLock rush across his chest, pressing him into place.

      “WHAT’S HAPPENING?” he screamed to the front, unable to see behind anymore.

      Brinson was quiet again, which was answer enough. The transports were still coming. Rhett looked across the ship to Rebecca. She was sitting with her back against the wall, able to see the trailing transports from her vantage point.

      “Are they gaining?” Rhett asked.

      She nodded, her lips thin.

      Minutes passed and Rhett remained still, the AirLock wrapping around his chest. No other lasers fired from the ships—they were still too far out to actually hit anyone. The original had only been sent as a message.

      Silence, except for the air propulsion system.

      Rhett swallowed.

      “Closer?”

      Rebecca nodded.

      “How much?” he asked.

      “They’ll make contact in a few minutes,” Rebecca said quietly, continuing to stare straight ahead.

      So this was it, how it ended. All of this for Rhett to die watching the woman who had killed his savior.

      Rhett’s hand dropped to the button beneath him, the one that would shut down the AirLock. He rubbed his index finger across it, not quite ready.

      “CAN WE FIRE ON THEM?” he yelled up front.

      “ONLY FORWARD FACING CANNONS!” Brinson called back.

      Rhett looked out the front window. They were moving fast, incredibly so, but they’d dropped below all of the hanging buildings to move at such a velocity.

      Rhett pressed the button on his seat and the AirLock shut down. He stood and glanced back for a second. The sight sent a chill across his spine. The ships were almost within cannon range—a minute away at most.

      Rhett walked to the front of the transport.

      “We have to go up,” he said. “Toward the buildings. We have to try and lose them up there.”

      Brinson was pale. She might have been a bigwig within the Prevention Division, but she wasn’t used to participating in battle this close up. Her lips didn’t tremble as she spoke, though, and Rhett thought that was something.

      “I’ll wreck.”

      “You have about 10 seconds to get up there, or we’re going to die.”

      He watched her response, knowing that there wasn’t time to disable her and take control of the ship. She either had to listen, or it was over

      She gave a curt nod, and then with no warning, pulled the ship up, the nose facing toward the SkyLight. Gravity grabbed hold of Rhett and he started falling immediately. With one hand he reached up, grabbing hold of Reinheld’s chair. He hung on for a second, his feet floating, pointing at Christine.

      “There any other fucking chairs in this place?” he asked.

      “Here, I’ll move,” Reinheld said, his first words since the transport took off. He hit the AirLock and crouched so that he was looking at the back of the plane, down toward the center of the Earth. Rhett still clung to the seat, his grip loosening by the second. Reinheld reached down and grabbed Rhett’s other arm, then pulled him up into the ship’s front seats. The space was tight, with Reinheld wedged in the middle.

      “Don’t hit her when you drop,” Rhett said, sitting down in the seat.

      The fall wasn’t far—maybe two people long. Reinheld wasted no time, simply jumped through the opening. Rhett turned and looked; Reinheld landed on his feet and missed Christine.

      Rhett turned to the front. “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know!” Brinson shouted. The ship was still heading straight up, and they were nearly at the height of regular buildings.

      A laser streaked by the right side of the transport.

      “They’re going to fucking fire in the city?” Rhett asked.

      “There’s not much city left,” Brinson answered, then yelled to the back. “WE’RE STRAIGHTENING!”

      That was all the warning she gave, the ship slowing just a bit, and then she whipped it between two buildings. Rhett looked to the left panel that showed the transport’s rear. He saw nothing for perhaps 30 seconds, and then four ships turned in tandem.

      A fifth streaked past, still heading up toward the SkyLight.

      “Maybe one down,” he said.

      “No,” Raylyn said. “They’re just splitting up.”

      As if hearing her, two others ripped off course, one rounding a building to the left and the other to the right.

      “They’re tracking us now. They don’t need to see us. They’ll triangulate us.”

      Buildings flashed by on Rhett’s left and right.

      “There’s no way to lose them?”

      Brinson shook her head, her skin paper pale.

      Rhett leaned forward, placing his head in his hands. He felt the ship turn right, then left, but he didn’t look up. He racked his brain, hoping to find some solution. If he were David, it would have been easy. Simply open the transport’s top and let the gray take care of the pursuers. He wasn’t though; he was a foot soldier in a lost war.

      “Why did you do this?” he asked, his hands still on his face. “There’s no damn plan to get us to safety, so why do any of it?”

      The ship pulled left, then dropped down, running along the side of a building. It straightened again before Brinson spoke. Her voice was low. “It wasn’t about escape.”

      “This is it,” he whispered. “This is the end.”

      The ship banked right, then left.

      “I can’t even see them anymore,” she said.

      Rhett turned and looked behind him to Rebecca. Now, he thought. Kill her now and be done with the whole thing. The True Faith doesn’t get the pleasure of doing it. No fucking way.

      He started to turn his body when he first felt it.

      A chill at first, radiating out from his chest. He paused, his intention to move to Rebecca and wrap his hands around her throat momentarily forgotten. It wasn’t a normal chill, not like he’d felt when first seeing the pursuing ships. This was different.

      It spread quickly, moving across his chest and to the rest of his body--until goosebumps covered his arms.

      He found Rebecca’s eyes, and she was finally staring back at him, concern across her face. He looked at her arms and even from this distance, he saw the raised goosebumps on her as well.

      And then, beneath the skin, he itched.

      He.

      Itched.

      Unbidden tears filled Rhett’s eyes. Rebecca’s mouth opened slightly, almost orgasmic in the ecstasy that crossed her face.

      “What are you doing?” Brinson asked.

      “It’s …,” Rhett paused, not knowing how to finish the sentence.

      You know. You know exactly how to finish it, his mind commanded of him.

      “It’s him,” he whispered.

      The ship banked left and Rhett swayed with it, barely paying his current predicament any attention. He looked at Christine, and yes, he saw it there too. She was still unconscious, but he saw color coming back to her.

      “Who?” Brinson asked, her voice on the verge of outright panic.

      A second passed with Rhett only feeling his blood itching, like it had done for so many years—

      “DAMN IT!”

      Rhett rocked forward, having to grab hold of the seat to keep from toppling into the front window.

      He turned around and looked at Brinson, then at the world outside the transport. “What are you ….”

      His voice trailed off as he came to understand. The transport hovered in the middle of open air; Brinson had branched out just a bit further than she should, coming outside the line of buildings. Five transports floated in front of them, forming a semicircle.

      Rhett watched as one moved up, and another down, both keeping their noses pointed at their transport.

      They could only go backward.

      Rhett felt the itch growing almost painful, yet it felt good too—in a way that he could never explain in words. He didn’t understand what was happening, but he couldn’t bring himself to fully focus on the moment … Even though he might die in it.

      “EITHER LET US BOARD OR DIE,” the voice boomed across the open expanse, Rhett unable to tell what transport actually projected it.

      “What do you want to do?” Brinson asked without looking at him.

      Rhett looked down at his hands, his eyes growing wide. Gray strands were dripping from them. He lifted his hands up closer to his face, and the gray static moved with him, though drooping down to his lap. “Do you see this?”

      Brinson turned her head and opened her mouth to say something, but the words got stuck in her throat.

      “What’s happening?” Manor said from the back.

      Rhett turned to him, his hands displayed in front of his face. “You see this?”

      “WHAT’S IT GOING TO BE?” the voice demanded from outside.

      Rhett didn’t give a damn what they were asking him. His eyes found Rebecca’s, the only person in the transport who might understand what was happening—or at least understand as much as Rhett. This had something to do with David.

      She shook her head slowly, but her eyes said she wasn’t saying no to his question. Because she was staring directly at his hands, watching the gray strands hanging.

      Can you feel me?

      Rhett’s mouth dropped open and tears fell from his eyes. There was no doubt—none at all—who was speaking. No nanotech. No other communication devices. Yet, the Prophet had spoken.

      “Look,” Brinson, “I’m telling them to board. We’ll fight them hand to hand. I don’t know what else ….” She looked at Rhett for another second and then turned to the window in front of her.

      “WE SURRENDER,” a mechanical voice boomed out across the expansion, Brinson’s nanotech directing it.

      Rhett turned back around and fell into his seat, unable to comprehend what was happening in front of him. A smile was large across his face, and joyous tears falling down his cheeks.

      Can you feel me? the question came again.

      “Yes. David, yes … I can feel you!” Rhett shouted aloud, not knowing he was doing it, nor if David could even hear him.

      You’re in danger?

      Rhett nodded.

      This is going to hurt, Rhett, but it’s necessary.

      All Rhett could think was ouc—but he couldn’t finish the word before his consciousness was shoved aside.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Raylyn’s hands shook. The man next to her was dripping with the Black’s gray static and the transports in front of her were approaching.

      We’ll fight hand to hand, she’d said, having never been in a fistfight in her life.

      The Black was somehow inside her transport, and now she was about to lose her life.

      “Yes. David, yes … I can feel you!” Scoble yelled.

      Brinson turned to him, looking at the man both crying and smiling as though mad. The gray strands were creeping up his forearms, draping off of him like broken spiderwebs.

      She glanced back to the front window for a moment. The three ships were nearly on top of them. Raylyn looked back at Scoble and he was …

      No longer there.

      His body, yes, but Raylyn could see his eyes, and they weren’t his.

      He stared at the world with the eyes of the Black.

      Gray static burned in them, his face slack, no more tears falling. His hands had dropped to his lap, the static strands moving further up his arms as if lazy spiders were weaving their webs.

      “Open the top hatch,” Scoble said, but it wasn’t his voice speaking.

      “David?” Hollowborne called from the back.

      Scoble turned around with his eyes ablaze and stared at her for a moment before turning to Raylyn. His face was close, and she saw nothing but electric gray—endless and powerful.

      “Open the top hatch,” he said again.

      Open the hatch, she repeated to the ship’s nanotech.

      The ceiling opened above, and Scoble wasted no time. He stepped over the middle console and into the back of the transport. Raylyn had never seen anyone move like him before. It wasn’t Scoble’s natural cadence. It wasn’t a Disciple’s elegance. He moved with purpose, like a soldier without conscience and knowing only one goal.

      Scoble stopped beneath the hatch’s opening and looked up. His hands were at his sides, his eyes shining … and then Raylyn watched as he floated upward. One second his feet were planted, and the next they were in the air.

      The webs dripping from his arms hung down after him, now almost covering his shoulders like electric ivy.

      He moved past Raylyn’s field of vision and she whipped around to see the oncoming ships. Each one had stopped, clearly watching the gray-eyed man who was being slowly wrapped in a lax cocoon.

      No one said a word. Raylyn’s breath was caught in her chest.

      Green lasers erupted from the ships, the operators deciding that they wouldn’t board—that they would rather kill everyone inside than face the gray-eyed man.

      The blast lasted for only a moment, barely enough to register. Raylyn couldn’t see Scoble, but she watched as massive gray webs shot across the three ships. The lasers simply split apart as the webs fell on them, fraying and turning to smoke. The gray static wrapped around the transports, hanging loosely off them just as it had Scoble, drooping down unevenly across each.

      Raylyn looked down and saw the ship underneath was covered in the same gray light.

      She didn’t bother looking up, knowing what she would see. Her eyes flashed to the front window, her body still as she held her breath. The ships were sparking, bright yellow flashes of fire breaking loose beneath the nets. The ships kept trying to blast at the nets, but each green explosion simply fragmented when it reached the gray light, giving birth to more flames.

      The ship on the left started twirling in the air and simultaneously falling.

      The other two lasted only seconds longer before doing the same.

      ABOVE YOU! LOOK ABOVE YOU! Raylyn’s mind shouted at her, recognizing that the ship up there would shortly fall into hers.

      Raylyn’s head jerked upward, but she saw that the transport was already moving across the open space. The gray net hanging off of it trailed lazily behind.

      Once beyond Raylyn’s transport, it fell as well—all the while blasting useless lasers.

      Raylyn watched as the sky emptied before her. Breath finally broke free from her chest. She stared forward, her hands shaking and tears coming to her eyes.

      You’re not dead, she thought. You’re not going to die.

      Those two thoughts kept running through her head for a few moments, and then she heard something land behind her.

      Raylyn looked back and saw those gray eyes staring at her, the same ones she’d seen at the compound. Any thoughts of surviving this vanished.
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      Those inside the True Faith couldn’t witness what happened elsewhere in the world. Being underground, none of their faithful could see what the rest of the world did.

      Anyone standing outside or looking at the sky saw it—not exactly at the same time, but close to it.

      The Pope, Yule, saw it first on the tarp hanging in front of him, then again as he looked out his office’s left window.

      He thought only one thing: Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of him.

      The tarp in front of Yule had displayed the large building floating in the sky. Red lights lit up in a circle around it, powerful lasers warming up on the One Path’s ships. Yule’s hands pressed down on one another and he leaned across his desk. His jaw was flexed to the point of pain, though he didn’t feel it.

      Daniel and Nicki were about to die, and Yule now had to watch it happen.

      One instant, he watched red dots growing larger, and the next, Yule saw only gray static filling his screen.

      There had been no time for change. No light exploding out of the building, no bulging walls as had been at the motel. There had only been red dots, and then nothing but static.

      Yule didn’t understand; he stared on, his body tense, thinking it must be a technical malfunction.

      “Trinant, I can’t see anything. What’s happening?” he said to the intercom.

      He heard no response.

      “Sister Claxton!” he screamed into the office. “Is there—”

      He’d been prepared to finish the sentence with something wrong with our side? But his words simply ceased as his eyes focused outside the window.

      Gray static filled the sky. There was no blue. There were no clouds. There was no atmosphere other than gray light.

      Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of him.

      The Pope’s hands relaxed and his hunched shoulders fell back some. He stood slowly from his desk and walked across the room, stopping in front of the window.

      A bolt of gray shot down from the sky, striking the ground somewhere outside of the Vatican. It looked like lightning at first, only the bolt didn’t die nor return to the sky. It remained firm, gray static now connecting the earth to the air.

      Yule stared, unable to speak. If there were words to describe something so unfathomable, the Pope didn’t know them. Only that quote from Revelation, the one describing Christ’s return. He looked at something that he didn’t understand, that shouldn’t be possible, and thought Armageddon was perhaps upon the world.

      Slowly, his knees creaking as he did, he knelt on the floor. He stared out the window for a few more seconds, then closed his eyes. The Pope began to pray.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Nicki!”

      The word repeated itself over and over, her name calling out repeatedly across the room in front of her. Nicki now recognized that if she wanted, she could have her father shout it forever, one right after another. Her name was currently echoing off the walls, it being shouted so many times that it sounded like it would never end.

      “Nicki!”

      “Nicki!” “Nicki!” “Nicki!”

      She remained in that single moment, because she didn’t want anything to move forward. She had effectively stopped time … at least everywhere that her gray light touched. Nicki didn’t want to let time restart, because she didn’t want to see the results of what she’d done. Her father had been here—and she hadn’t known. She had reached inside her to that well of gray static and when she flung its contents on the world, she heard her father’s voice.

      It’d been too late to stop.

      “Nicki!” “Nicki!”

      The sweetest sound, her father calling her name.

      Nicki dropped to the floor, standing inside the box she had hung in for days and days. She could move freely now, and there was nothing to stop her. The last time she’d done this … it’d been different. Back in the motel. She hadn’t understood as much as she did now—though she didn’t know where such understanding came from. She was again walking in between raindrops, able to control even time.

      She thought time was actually still moving forward, only she’d slowed it down drastically. If she went closer to her father and watched him, eventually she would see her gray outburst take its toll.

      But it didn’t have to … not for a long time.

      Nicki stepped outside of the box, moving by the fat man as she did. She crossed the floor, the thin man staring forward with his mouth open, a ripe vein bulging from his forehead.

      Her father was behind the thin man, just having entered the long room. A gun was in his hand, and his mouth was open.

      “Nicki!”

      Her name echoed off the walls, though her father’s mouth had stopped shouting it. Nicki reached him, then looked to her left, seeing …

      Him? she wondered, oddly calm in this gray light.

      It was the man that had come to her house to kill her. He was holding a gun as well.

      Nicki looked back to her father. She could see him changing, though almost imperceptibly. His jaw was moving, his body going forward. Eventually, the gray light would take him, just as it would everyone in this place.

      Nicki reached up to her dad’s face and touched his cheek.

      He could feel it—could see her—though he couldn’t react to any of it. Not at any detectable speed anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know.”

      Calm, but sad. Infinitely so.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I don’t know what’s going to happen when I let this all go again. I only … I just knew I had to do something.”

      She stretched on her tippy-toes and kissed her father’s cheek, holding it for a second.

      When she bounced back to her heels, her eyes were full of tears making the gray static around her hazy.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said again, though not to her father.

      The other voice was silent, whoever it had been.

      “Now you leave me? After you set this loose?” she cried, louder now and turning around as if it might be hidden somewhere around the room.

      Only the calls of her name answered her.

      She silenced them and then stood in the stillness of her gray creation.

      “I didn’t ask for this,” she said. “I don’t want it.”

      Only silence responded, its answer forever and unchanging.

      At the motel, she’d been able to pull it back, allowing everyone inside to live. She couldn’t now, though, and she knew it. It had gone too far; there had been too much fear inside her when it happened and now …

      Nicki wrapped her arms around her father and leaned her head against his chest. She cried, her tears soaking his shirt. “I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m so sorry.”
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* * *

      The Prophet stood on a sandy beach and stared into the sky. The gray light above had been there for a long time, at least an hour, and now David gave it his full attention. He had been diverted at first, working as quickly as he could to ensure Rhett’s safety. He felt reborn into this world, barely understanding what was happening, and only knowing that he had to move quickly if his loved ones were to survive.

      Now though, gray static hung above his actions. Gray static he did not create.

      Out of everything in this world, it was that he didn’t understand the most.

      Rhett and Christine were safe now, and David was left wondering about what was happening above.

      A gray bolt struck down in the ocean, far away from where the Prophet stood. He looked at it, expecting it to pull back up, but it remained plunged downward like an electric dagger.

      David’s own eyes lit gray again.

      He sucked in a deep breath as he connected with the power above.

      He could feel her, just like he had before. David knew he had to go to her, but he didn’t want to. For the first time David could remember, he was scared. Not hesitant. Not cautious. But actually frightened. Because this was something he hadn’t dreamed possible. Looking upon the static filled sky had been one thing, but feeling it …

      Unformed, be with me, he prayed.

      David went to the young woman he was supposed to kill.
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* * *

      Nicki held onto her father, but she felt the change. It was a displacement, as if someone had stepped inside a box filled with water, one where there was no way for the water to spill out.

      It only grew more dense.

      Nicki stepped back, already knowing who was here before she saw him.

      The dark man.

      She pulled away from her father and looked behind him.

      The dark man stood there, his outline perfectly black. His eyes were blazing gray and Nicki thought, That’s what I look like, isn’t it? My eyes are just as gray.

      Nicki didn’t feel scared standing in front of him. For the first time, this man was on her territory, a gray that she created and controlled. She stepped further away from her father, presenting herself true to him.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      The dark man remained quiet and unmoving. He only stared at her, his gray eyes wanting to blend in but unable to because of the blackness surrounding them.

      “You can hear me. I know you can. What do you want?”

      Still, nothing, and Nicki felt anger rising in her.

      “All of you, you all want fucking something. And now look, look around you! Is this what you had in mind? Time stopped and everything around me about to be completely destroyed!” She choked up for a second, found her strength again, then screamed, “MY FUCKING FATHER!”

      Silence and stillness from the dark man.

      “Do you want to kill me or use me? Because that’s all any of you want. That’s all everyone but my father has ever wanted.”

      Nicki walked forward, meeting the dark man eye to eye. She saw that while a three dimensional body stood in front of her, it was made up of the blackest smoke to ever exist. Nicki knew that if she touched it, her hands would sink right through.

      Except for the eyes. Those were his, and they stared right back at her—that endless gray which said it knew everything and cared for nothing.

      “Go on then. Let’s be done with it all,” Nicki said, and she quit holding the gray back, letting it do as it wanted.
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* * *

      The First Priest saw the girl pass by him, listening as her name somehow echoed repeatedly all around him. He stared at her as she moved, not understanding how it was possible. Her body moved, but it left … traces behind. Entire ephemeral bodies frozen in time.

      She went past him, though three bodies stood in a line in front of him, and one right next to his shoulder. Past versions of the girl.

      Gray light filled everything, and she was the only thing the First Priest could see. Static covered everything, from the High Priest to the floor beneath his own feet.

      Only the girl was visible. Only the girl was able to move.

      The First Priest stood for a long time, listening to her speak to her father—at least the First thought that’s who he was. She kept saying she was sorry, and the First wanted to scream at the dumb bitch: “THEN STOP IT IF YOU’RE SO SORRY!”

      He could do nothing, though, except listen and wait.

      More time passed, and the First suddenly felt pressure increasing on him—another thing he couldn’t possibly understand. It was as if more gray static had somehow poured into the room.

      The girl was talking again, though the First didn’t think it was to her father.

      “All of you, you all want fucking something. And now look, look around you! Is this what you had in mind? Time stopped and everything around me about to be completely destroyed!”

      Corinth, the First prayed, if you hear me, please deliver me. Deliver your faithful servant. I’ve always loved you. I’ve always wanted to be perfect for you. Please, please, please …

      He continued his prayer, trying to block out the words behind him. He didn’t want to hear any of them. He wanted to hide in Corinth’s love and be protected and be safe and not have to deal with anything ALLAROUNDHIM.

      He heard the wind first, a massive movement of air that ripped him from the panic gripping him. He heard it before he felt it, almost deafening in its oppression. He could think of nothing else; his ears popped and he felt blood leak down his neck.

      The gray static started to move, slowly at first, but he saw it pulling by him. Heading to the girl behind him. It was the only possible place it could go.

      Oh, Corinth, no! Have mercy!

      The gray static grated against his skin as it moved, increasing in speed and feeling like sandpaper brushing rapidly across his entire body. It moved across his eyeballs, spraying pain over his whole face. The light picked up speed, the scraping worsening—yet the First couldn’t move nor scream. He could only stand inside the pain, the monstrous sound of wind whipping by his ears.

      Gray static everywhere, and his skin feeling as if it were being peeled off layer by layer. Each second lasted 100 years, and the First finally understood hell. It was this, unending and forever. He had finally reached Corinth’s Punishment, and there was nothing he could do.

      Please! PLEASE, MERCY! his mind shouted, but none came.

      Only pain for the First Priest.

      The ten seconds it lasted was unbearable, but yet he had no other choice.

      And then, as if it had never existed at all, the gray was gone.

      The First Priest breathed in, blood leaking from his ears and his flesh like raw meat. He screamed, and though he stared at the High Priest’s back, he saw nothing—no gray, no Priest, no room around him. He simply screamed, letting all the pain inside of him out into the world.

      His voice finally trailed off and he began to see the room around him again. The High had turned and was looking at him—no, that wasn’t right. Looking past him.

      “Where is she?” he asked.

      The First didn’t know what he was talking about, nor how the man could even speak. The First’s mouth was frozen, the pain fading but still radiating across his body. His eyes felt like a needle had punctured them 1,000 times.

      “WHERE IS SHE?” the High’s voice bellowed.

      The First Priest started shaking his head in tiny, short turns—wanting to tell the High that he didn’t know. He didn’t know who she was nor where she had gone, nor anything else the High might ever want to know.

      The High walked forward, his steps huge and unstoppable. The First moved out of his way, but only barely—the High’s mass caused him to stumble back as the man passed.

      The First saw two men at the end of the hall; he didn’t know either of them, but both held guns.

      The High stopped in front of the first. “Where is she? Where did she go?”

      The man was bending over, his hands on his knees, clearly feeling pain too. The First looked to the second man, an extremely thin person, and he was leaning against the wall, barely able to stand. Everyone in the room felt the same as the First, everyone but the High Priest.

      The High grabbed the man by his neck, ripping him up into the air. The gun clattered to the ground and the man looked down at his attacker, incomprehension across his face.

      “WHERE IS SHE?”

      “Put him down,” the thin man said.

      The First’s eyes darted to him, shocked to see how close he’d gotten to the High Priest. The First hadn’t seen him move at all, and his hazy mind pulled up the image of an underwater eel. Slippery and black, traveling undetected wherever it went.

      The High looked at the thin man.

      “Put him down or I’m going to kill you.” He raised the gun, holding it straight out from his shoulder, and pointing it directly at the High’s temple.

      The High’s face slowly changed, and the First felt his own mental powers coming back to him. He hadn’t noticed the High’s face, but it’d been a mask of unrighteous anger. Now though, staring at a pistol, it relaxed quickly. Scarily so. One moment he’d been ready to kill the man he held in the air, and the next, his face looked as it always did. Unperturbed. Uncaring.

      He sat the man down slowly; the First didn’t understand where such strength had come from. The High was an old man, and flabby. Yet, the stranger landed on his feet with a thud.

      “Move back,” the thin man said. “Back there with your friend.”

      The First realized he was the friend, his mind still not fully up to the task of interpreting reality.

      The High did as he was told, retreating slowly.

      “Get your gun,” the thin man said to his partner.

      The First looked at him and understood that this was the woman’s father. He’d seen the man’s picture in the dossier he’d put together.

      “Now,” the thin man said. “I think I know who you are, and so killing you could cause a lot of problems. What I want you to do is get Pope Pius XX and let me speak to him. That’s first, and if you don’t do it, I will kill you. It might cause me problems, but I think I already have those, so another won’t be that big of a deal. Understand? Pope Pius. Now.”

      The First looked at the thin man, seeing the High Priest’s preternatural calm matched in him.

      A second passed and then the High’s eyes lit green. The thin man turned to the father who was picking up his pistol.

      “Point it at him,” the thin man said, meaning the First Priest.

      The father did so. The First didn’t move, only looked at the metal object that held death inside its barrel.

      Everything holds death, he thought, perhaps his first coherent one. It’s amazing life goes on at all.

      A minute passed in silence, everyone holding their position, and then a voice filled the room.

      “This is Pope Pius.”
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      The world’s historical record of Rachel Veritros ended at the Nile River. She was officially declared dead by all four Ministries 10 years later, but for the world, there had been no sign of her since she dropped below the river’s boiling waters.

      Rachel did not die, however. Over the millennia, humans have believed a multitude of things about what happens when the body ceases creating cells. Heaven and hell. Simple nothingness as consciousness is extinguished. Reincarnation. The list could go on, but our purpose here is not to recount all religious beliefs, but rather to understand what exactly happened to Rachel Veritros.

      She did not die, though her body did cease cell creation. And if that is the case, that the body no longer lives, but the mind does—is there such a thing as death?

      That’s what Rachel wondered when she first crossed over … as she came to think of it.

      Despite the absurdity of such thoughts, an entire stream of them came to Rachel the moment the Nile River exploded.

      In that same instant, her mind expanded exponentially, so deciphering exactly how Rachel Veritros thought is not quite possible, although a basic understanding may be had.

      Is there such a thing as death? If consciousness goes on, do we only have such fear of dying due to our cells? Our actual, individual cells. For it is them that do not continue, dying off and becoming one with whatever world they fall to. Are they the reasons we fear this so much, because they innately understand that when the body ends, they end? Are we so driven to keep living by organisms that aren’t us, but something separate—something that merely helps our consciousness move around in a physical reality?

      The thoughts continued and it took Rachel a while to get a hold of them. They came at her rapidly, almost drowning out her ability to focus on any one thing. Eventually, though, she was able to focus and then realized …

      I’m dead.

      All of the thoughts from earlier didn’t matter when she got right down to it, because even though her consciousness had somehow survived, her body was no more. On Earth, her home, she was no more.

      The most obvious question came then: Where am I?

      Deep and pervasive fear took root as the question bred an answer. She remembered everything that had happened, going underneath the river, the war above, the Beyond coming to her when she closed her eyes. She remembered that singular, maddening question coming back to her—the one she couldn’t find an answer to before.

      What does It want?

      She had found her answer in the river, though. She found out what It wanted.

      She remembered, and then she knew where she was.

      Rachel Veritros had joined the Unformed.

      Her mind grew still and unimaginable fear gripped her. For she, even if no one else, knew what she had done in that river. Facing death, understanding that to reject the Union would destroy everything her life meant, she had gone forward.

      What she didn’t know, though, was that she would end up here.

      Inside the Unformed.

      In her mind’s stillness, she could feel It. There was nothing to see—at least not for her—but she recognized she was inside of Its mind, and that Its mind actually possessed a physical body. She didn’t know if it was the off-white orb she’d seen so many times, or if that was only a representation of It; either way, she had become a thought inside of Its mind, perhaps even an echo of herself.

      Does It know I’m here?

      Yes, It did. She thought It had simply treated her as a thought. Something that came and went, lived briefly, and then died in the recesses of Its brain.

      Before, Rachel Veritros had thought she understood the Unformed’s vastness, but she’d known nothing. Now, less than a human’s synapse inside It, she understood she was nothing to It. The creature had swallowed her whole, brought her into Itself, and immediately almost forgot about her.

      There wasn’t even any need to fear living here—at least no reason to fear It; the Unformed would likely never give thought to her again.

      Time passed for Veritros, though that word is mostly a non-applicable concept. It is better, probably, to simply say she existed inside the Unformed.

      Perhaps an example will help: for humanity, a hundred years passed, and then another hundred, and then another. Rachel knew nothing of years, and came to sit in the silence of her own mind quite easily. No heaven, no hell—nor any other human invention. There was only endlessness, and despite her mind’s expansion, for a long, long time, there was nothing to contemplate.

      So, Rachel Veritros entered a period of hibernation.

      She might not have ever ventured out of it, simply sinking deeper and deeper into the Unformed’s mind. Maybe she would have lost herself completely and become one with It.

      Something happened, though, and it pulled her from her slumber. At the time, she didn’t know the reason for it, whether an outside influence sparked inside of her, or whether her mind had simply churned unconsciously until it hit on something.

      Later, she would know with certainty what caused it.

      Rachel Veritros awoke inside the Unformed. She wasn’t worried about bringing attention to herself, as it was similar to yelling inside a locked room—a room that occupied a house with a trillion other rooms.

      She awoke and the spark inside her grew larger. This was the same woman who had first walked into the wilderness, then back into civilization, fostering a revolution and nearly destroying an entire planet—all to meet her master and then burn down everything she’d created. A woman unlike perhaps any to ever be born before, and even inside an infinite creature’s mind, her resolve and ruthlessness grew in ferocity.

      The spark that woke her was a thought.

      It will try again.

      And then another.

      Just like It did with you. It will try again.

      Veritros understood the statement’s truth, and her hibernation ended. She had found another purpose, one as important as her last.

      Rachel Veritros began to watch, waiting for the Unformed to move.
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* * *

      Time passed, though again, Rachel did not see it as such. She simply knew she was waiting for something, and she watched with a predator’s attentiveness. Her mind did not wander and her focus did not waver. She became humanity’s guardian, one they didn’t know existed and might not have deserved. She stood on a line, staring forever forward, and waited on the Unformed to cross it.

      On Earth, nearly 600 years passed. Others might have gone insane in similar circumstances. An infinity of nothing, only sometimes receiving feeble traces of thoughts they couldn’t begin to understand from a creature that cared nothing for them.

      Rachel waited, undeterred in the silence.

      Finally, she felt it. The Unformed’s interest. It was distant at first, as if someone else was talking inside that trillion room house. Rachel felt it only because she had grown so attuned to the silence. The interest grew more intense, though, stronger and stronger until Rachel became slightly frightened.

      She had never felt anything like it, not even when the Unformed had spoken to her.

      There was nowhere to run, no barricade she could erect. She either remained on watch and continued existing … or didn’t. Those were the only two choices available to her.

      The interest turned into will, and that almost broke her. She felt like a gnat flying underneath a waterfall, water pouring down on it and breaking its tiny wings, forcing it down into a river where it twisted and tumbled with the current.

      Focus, she thought inside the overwhelming will. Focus and watch.

      Gradually, she came to see what the Unformed wanted.

      A boy. She couldn’t see his face because the Unformed didn’t view things in such terms. It was the boy’s essence—maybe his soul—that drifted down to her. As the Unformed’s understanding of him grew deeper, so did Rachel’s. To her, it was like smelling food cooking. She wasn’t going to eat the meal, but she knew a bit about it.

      That’s how It chooses, she thought and then silenced her mind again, knowing that to think now would be to lose everything. She focused, needing to understand everything as clearly as possible if she were to have a chance.

      The boy was younger than Rachel had been, but not as young as Abby. His age didn’t matter to the Unformed—Rachel wasn’t even sure It understood the concept of years. His mind’s maturity was what mattered, and Rachel realized that the Unformed had made this decision based on her. It wanted youth, something a bit more … untrained.

      The boy was an orphan, and angry. Yet, she sensed love in him too, for his sister. Rachel studied everything, coming to understand the young boy. She saw what the Unformed did, and It wanted him. The boy was a survivor, and that was something Rachel and Abby hadn’t been. Rachel had turned into one, eventually, but she only learned that after the Unformed. This boy was practically born a survivor.

      The Unformed wanted that.

      She sensed innate intelligence, and an odd caring. Not the kind in which he would whisper a soft word or a hug, but the kind where he would lay down his life. It was either all or nothing for this boy.

      Above everything, though, Rachel felt his anger. It ran through him like electricity, always an undercurrent, and always ready to explode if necessary.

      He is an explosion, she thought. He is different than me, where I had resolve, he has fury. That’s why the Unformed wants him. The fury will drive him, propel him so that he can’t stop—ever.

      The Unformed readied itself, and so did Rachel. An insignificant speck inside of It, her resolve had been set once again. She would find a way to stop this creature. No matter what, she would find a way.
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      “I don’t understand,” Rhett heard Brinson say. “I don’t ….”

      Her voice trailed off and she turned from Rhett to look out the front window. Rhett’s eyes were his again, no longer the Unformed’s gray. The other ships had fallen about 15 minutes ago, and Rhett had lowered back into his transport, then collapsed on the nearest chair.

      No more gray strands dripped from his arms.

      Brinson had started flying again as soon as he fell into his seat, though Rhett thought probably more out of survival instinct than any real thought. The ship was now rushing away from the city with no destination in mind.

      That’s not true, he thought. You know where this thing is going.

      The last thing David had told him before leaving fully.

      Rhett sat with his eyes closed, remembering what it had felt like. Before David took over, he’d never realized his mind was like this very transport, one he controlled. When David had stepped in, though, his hands were ripped from the controls and he was shoved in the back—which was bad enough. The real pain, though—the outright terror—came when his brain understood what was happening: that it was no longer in charge. Insanity had taken over, a desperate need to regain mastery of itself.

      Yet, Rhett hadn’t been able to. No matter how much he wanted control, he was forced to merely watch, though he could barely do that. The frantic need to take control again consumed everything, so even as the ships fell, Rhett barely saw them.

      It wasn’t until he collapsed into the chair, breathing ridiculously hard, that he understood what had happened.

      “What does it mean?” Reinheld asked. Leaning forward, eagerness across his face. “I mean, I felt that. It was almost like the Summoning, but … not exactly. What’s it mean?”

      Rhett heard him turn around and finally opened his eyes. He was exhausted, his muscles trembling. He hadn’t even begun to process what it might have done to him physically—barely able to keep up with the mental portion.

      “He’s alive,” Rhett said and then turned to look at Rebecca. “The Prophet lives.”

      She sat across from him, but was staring to his side, out the window. Her eyes were wide and she looked lost and frightened, like a child waking up on the street of an unknown city.

      “That’s not possible,” Brinson said from up front, her voice shaking. “I saw him die. It’s been almost two weeks. It’s not possible.”

      Rhett didn’t take his eyes from Rebecca. It didn’t matter what the woman up front said, nor the other man sitting in this transport—even if he was one of the converted. Rhett and Rebecca knew the truth, and that’s why she now stared endlessly out the window, because she knew what was to come.

      “We’re going to him,” Rhett said.

      “What?” Brinson asked, whipping around in her seat. “No we’re not. If that’s what you’re thinking, get it out of your head.”

      A small grin crossed Rhett’s face. “What do you think, Rebecca? Should we go see your brother?”

      She said nothing, only stared forward with unsure eyes.

      “Are you listening to me, damn it? We’re not going to him, even if he’s alive.”

      The muscles in Rhett’s arms and legs were trembling, and all he wanted to do was sleep … but he knew he couldn’t—not for a long time. He had slept for the past two weeks, and now his Prophet was calling him. Sleep would wait, forever if need be. Rhett finally looked away from Rebecca and to the front of the ship. “Whatever you have to say, it doesn’t matter any longer. Look around you. You’ve rescued those that follow the Prophet, and the Prophet is alive. You’re outnumbered, and even if you count this traitor back here as one of yours, I promise, the one I follow will ensure neither of you ever take another breath before he allows harm to befall me. So, Sister Brinson, you can choose to do as I say, or you can face the consequences.”

      The woman stared at him and Rhett saw understanding falling on her like rain from above, soaking her features. She had thought, at the very least, that she could control those in here. They had been dependent on her for their very lives. Perhaps the True Faith would murder her for what she’d done—but Rhett didn’t give a damn what reasons caused her to do it. Maybe he would have if things had gone differently the past hour, but with David returned, what these infidels wanted no longer mattered.

      The Unformed would come. The Union would happen.

      And the woman now saw how little control she possessed.

      She looked to Reinheld with tears in her eyes.

      Rhett followed her gaze, not knowing how that would play out. Clearly the woman felt for him, had risked everything to save him—but Reinheld was sworn. He’d taken the Blood.

      And so did Rebecca. Don’t forget that.

      Reinheld nodded to the woman, approving Rhett’s message. He remembered his duty.

      “Go ahead and put in the coordinates I just gave you,” Rhett said, his nano having sent them to her.

      She stared out the window for a few seconds, not moving. Finally, though, Rhett saw her eyes light as she fed the ship what he wanted.

      He looked back to Rebecca. “Have any thoughts on the matter?” Rhett could still see the red marks across her neck from where he’d strangled her. He was glad that he’d listened to Brinson, though he hadn’t had much choice. He wouldn’t have risked Christine’s life, even to kill Rebecca.

      He hadn’t killed her though, and now David would take care of it. In a much more painful way, Rhett was sure.

      Rebecca finally looked at him, and Rhett saw the tears floating over her eyes. He didn’t know if fear or regret caused them, and he truly didn’t care.

      “It really was him, wasn’t it?” she asked.

      Rhett nodded.

      Rebecca did too, though Rhett thought it was to herself. Affirming what she’d already known.

      “No,” she said, her voice almost watery. “I guess I don’t have any thoughts, Rhett.”

      “You know what he said before he let go?” Rhett asked.

      Rebecca stared forward, waiting for his answer.

      Rhett smiled. “He said, ‘Bring her to me’.”

      She looked away and stared outside the transport’s window.
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* * *

      Rebecca might not have said much to Rhett, telling him she didn’t have any thoughts on the matter—but that was a lie. Rebecca was filled with thoughts, and despite what Rhett might think, they weren’t concerned with herself.

      Rebecca watched the buildings in the distance, Brinson having taken the ship away from any major cities. They were tilted up and heading toward one of the True Faith’s exits. Rebecca had no idea how they would get by security, but she also didn’t care.

      The Prophet lives.

      That’s what Rhett had said, and she’d known it was true. She hadn’t needed Rhett’s confirmation. Rebecca had felt the same thing he did, and then she’d watched the strands climb his arms and his eyes turn gray as if he was David.

      Only Rhett could never be David, nor the Prophet.

      Rhett couldn’t make her blood itch in an indescribably pleasant way.

      Rhett, like her, was only a servant at David’s feet—and now their master had returned.

      You failed, she thought. You failed and now it’s too late.

      Maybe not. You weren’t the one who began this, so don’t start thinking you’re the one in charge of it.

      No, Rebecca hadn’t started this. Revelation was given to her. So maybe there was hope yet.

      Not for you, though.

      Finally the selfish part of her mind spoke up, telling the truth. She was being brought to her brother, the man she had tried to kill, and she knew he would have no mercy. During her captivity, with everything she had told that Priest, wasn’t that the overall theme? David’s hate made him merciless. Rebecca was heading to her death, one more certain than what she’d faced under the True Faith’s captivity.

      Rebecca closed her eyes and did her best to block out the world around her. She could still hear the air propulsion system humming along outside, but that helped mask any of the noises inside the transport.

      Remember, she thought. Remember what was revealed.

      Rebecca wished more than anything that the voice would return. She hadn’t heard it in five years, not since she first started down the path that led her to this transport. Rebecca could find solace in that voice, even now, because she knew the truth behind it.

      When she had thought David dead, remembering that voice caused Rebecca fear. Because she had a feeling that David might not cease existing, but might join the Unformed. Just as the owner of the voice had a thousand years ago.

      More than anything, Rebecca wished Rachel Veritros would come to her now. If not to tell her what to do, then to give her some comfort on the way to her death.
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* * *

      The sky was gray, but no longer with static. Rain clouds floated above, heavy and blocking any blue that was beyond them—yet, the rain clouds were infinitely better than what had been there before.

      David had retreated across the beach and beneath the trees lining it. The rain was going to come and he would be here for a day or two, depending on how quickly Rhett could get to him.

      An hour had passed since David saw the woman and he was still trying to come to grips with everything happening around him. Not just her—but his own ‘death’, his resurrection, the state of his revolution, and his sister.

      An hour wasn’t nearly enough time to come to terms with with it all.

      He lay on the sand, his head on a rock, and stared up at the sky.

      David didn’t understand what had happened up there. He’d gone to the girl, frightened of her power, and stood before her. What she’d done inside that building … he had never even considered it possible.

      Time had stopped, or come as close to it as possible. The girl wasn’t ripping through physical objects or burning people alive with her power. She had …

      What? What is it that you saw?

      David had been connected to her in a way that grew beyond intimacy. They weren’t exactly a single entity, but they’d been close to it.

      Then what? What did she do?

      He didn’t know how it was possible, but he wasn’t going to deny what he’d seen and felt. Time, in that building, had stopped. She and he the only entities still flowing through the space-time continuum at a normal pace.

      David also realized she still didn’t understand what was happening to her—and that was to his advantage. Her power was far beyond his, and there wasn’t any sense in denying it. She had developed so much quicker and gone so much further, that it might not even be fair to consider the two of them similar. David’s abilities … well in comparison, hers were to his, what his were to regular humans.

      Yet, she was clueless about anything happening around her. What David had seen—the entire sky filling with her power—was a reaction. She’d grown frightened or angered, and that was result.

      Both of those things could be to his advantage.

      Lying on the beach, David’s eyes turned gray again. He wanted to check on her. He stared up with those endlessly burning eyes, no pupils to focus on anything, thus appearing to see everything and nothing at once. He remained like that for a long time, perhaps as long as an hour, but he didn’t think about shutting down. He needed to know.

      Finally, he felt her. Distant and in a place he had never ventured to, nor even knew existed. He could only partly see it, and only because she was there inside it. A place of glass, black glass. It wasn’t the Beyond. It was somewhere separate from this Earth and the Unformed. David didn’t know if he could get there, but he wasn’t going to try. He only needed to know that the woman still lived.

      It was the only thing that mattered, because if she was still alive, then David’s mandate was in jeopardy. The Unformed had been right about wanting to kill her. It sensed her power long before David, knowing the danger she would pose.

      For now though, she had gone somewhere that David couldn’t venture. And as long as she remained there, she wasn’t here. She wasn’t going to interfere.

      Does she want to? David asked himself. Did the woman you saw above seem like she wanted anything to do with you? Anything to do with this at all?

      His eyes returned to their normal state, and David blinked.

      No … No, she wanted nothing to do with you, nor anyone around her. What did she say?

      ‘All of you, you all want fucking something. And now look, look around you! Is this what you had in mind? Time stopped and everything around me about to be completely destroyed!’

      David’s mind was quiet for a bit as he considered those words, taking them in fully. She didn’t want to stop him; she wanted to get away from it all. That was why she’d disappeared, quarantining herself from contact from anyone.

      Yet, the Unformed saw something else—not a frightened woman with powers she didn’t understand, but something that had to be eradicated.

      There’s more happening here than you see, he thought, and then, but that was the case with Rebecca, too.

      David put away thoughts of the woman; she was gone and might not return. David’s mission still existed and he had to focus on accomplishing it.

      Rebecca was on her way here.

      She knew he was alive.

      A crack of thunder rang through the sky and David heard the first drops of rain begin falling. He stood up and walked out beyond the trees’ cover. The rain hit him immediately and he kept walking toward the ocean. However he had survived the past week, his clothes had also been protected. David took his shoes off about ten feet from the shoreline and then went to it. He waded in until the ocean water was to his waist.

      The rain fell harder and he stood in it, letting it wet his long, dark hair.

      Rebecca had tried to kill him. He’d thought she was the traitor before he’d fallen from the sky, but when he touched Rhett hours ago, he discovered the truth. Rhett’s hate burned bright for her—even the pain and fear he felt when David shoved him aside couldn’t hide it. Rebecca had done something, though David couldn’t understand that part—he’d been too focused on defending Rhett.

      His sister.

      She was the one.

      What are you going to do? he asked himself. He felt no rage, not yet at least, though he knew it would come. Right now, standing in the ocean, he felt a betrayal deeper than the ocean. It soaked him more than any amount of water ever could, drenching him to his bones.

      She was coming, though—Rhett would bring her. David would let himself feel rage then, and she could finally understand how badly she’d hurt him.
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      The First Priest stood in the doorway of the One Path’s Minister’s office; her name was Trinant One and the only Minister to be a woman. The entire One Path’s …

      And that’s when the First understood he was out of his depth, because he didn’t know what to call the One Path’s Priesthood. They weren’t Priests, but surely had another name for themselves.

      It didn’t matter, he supposed. He did understand that their entire Priesthood (or whatever they called themselves) was made of women, and realized that might create different dynamics. He just didn’t know how.

      The plain and simple truth was that the First Priest had not been trained for the position he found himself in, but he was here nonetheless. He had been trained to take care of the True Faith, but not in inter-religious diplomacy; that had always been the High Priest’s job.

      Back inside the High’s massive building, things had moved quickly once the Pope started speaking. The One Path’s ships had still been intact, though the True Faith’s had been crunched. Literally, there was no other word for it, and the First wished he had been able to see them fall from the sky—broken and shattered. He would have loved to watch while trying to figure out which transport the Priestess was in, her body descending to a watery, unmarked grave.

      The One Path had swept in quickly, and thank Corinth they hadn’t fired upon the building. The Pope took care of that, ensuring first that there was no immediate threat.

      The High was arrested by the One Path.

      The First contacted the Council, briefing them on what was happening. He forced an emergency vote and had been granted Temporary High Priest status until a more formal selection could happen. The First wasn’t worried about that, he would take on the High’s mantle as soon as he could fly back to the True Faith.

      He’d also been informed that Raylyn Brinson had … and, even now, he could barely think the words. That she had somehow escaped with her lover, as well as three other prisoners. From what he understood, they were still being tracked down, but the First simply couldn’t focus on that right now. He would grow too angry if he did, thinking about that bitch Raylyn Brinson. He would have to deal with her once he was finished here.

      It’s odd, he thought, still standing just inside the Minister’s office. Thinking of myself as the High Priest. He still considered himself the First, though in time he thought that would change.

      The First cleared his throat; a minute had passed without the woman even acknowledging his presence.

      He didn’t understand why the High had ever wanted to come here, clouds be damned.

      Trinant finally looked up at him. “Come in. Have a seat.”

      The First walked across the room, glancing out the floor to ceiling windows that wrapped around the entire outside of the globe. He sat down.

      The woman stared at him. “How can I help you?”

      As if he was just some random visitor having dropped in.

      “We need to discuss what is to become of the former High Priest,” the First said. He understood what was happening here, that the woman was treating him like a lower class because she thought he wasn’t a Minister. She needed to realize, and quickly, that the First’s fortunes had changed.

      “What is there to discuss? He’s a trespasser and a traitor to mankind, and he’s our prisoner. He’s going to stay that way until he faces our One Tribunal.”

      “You’re going to prosecute a former Minister?”

      “Yes,” the woman said. “He’s a criminal.”

      The First looked to his right, out the window that showed the sky. Gray clouds floated across the expanse, and a chill went down the First’s back as he thought about the gray static. He felt it again, briefly, brashly scraping across his skin, feeling like it was peeling him alive.

      He pushed the thoughts from his mind, but didn’t look back toward the Minister.

      “You look at me as less than you, don’t you?” he asked.

      “You’re a lesser Priest. You’re like the people coming in and out of my office right now. I’m sure in your territory, you’re treated like Corinth himself, but here, you’re nothing. You hold no power here. None. We will do as we see fit.”

      The First Priest nodded, still looking out the window. “There’s some truth to that, I suppose. I mean, 16 hours ago, I pissed myself while watching that woman almost kill everyone. I’m not trained in anything having to deal with other Ministries. Yes, inside the True Faith, I’m revered, but outside … Well, I guess my reputation isn’t known.”

      “Nor is it wanted,” the woman said.

      Another nod from the First Priest. “Perhaps you’re right.” He turned to look at her. “A day ago, I thought I was going to die. And a week before that, I thought the same. Ever since the Black returned, I’ve kept thinking I was going to die, and not just due to paranoia. I keep getting placed in real positions where death is probable. Yet, Trinant, I keep living. And now, I’m here, in front of you, still alive. You may not fear me, but what you’re not registering yet, is that I am the High Priest. The True Faith, and everything it controls, is at my beck and call.”

      He quit talking and stared at the woman in front of him. She looked younger than him, though he didn’t know if that was her actual age or some kind of aging technology. Most of the women that came and went through this room looked younger than the First, so perhaps she was as ancient as the High Priest.

      Older or younger, she would need to treat him as an equal from now on.

      “Are you threatening me?” Trinant asked.

      “No. I want you to see things clearly. Now, again, I’d like to discuss what’s to happen with the True Faith’s High Priest.”

      She was quiet for a few moments and the First could tell she was weighing his words. Finally, she said, “What do you want to happen with him?”

      The First Priest smiled.
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* * *

      Travel inside the Globe of One was ridiculously awkward. In the True Faith one went up or down by either machine or stairs.

      The Globe of One—as with all of the One Path, the First was quickly discovering—wanted nothing so simple.

      The orb was massive, and the ‘elevators’ (the One Path called them swings, though the First didn’t see the connection) existed on the outside. They didn’t go up and down, though, but rather spun around the globe, descending or ascending in a rapid circle. Depending on how far up or down the globe one needed to go, you might spin around the damned thing twice.

      And then when you got to the correct floor, you still had to walk toward the center, if that’s where your destination was.

      The First Priest hated it, and was quickly coming to despise everything in the One Path. They could have simply created elevators, but just as their arrogance refused to let them live on land, they also refused simpler methods for more difficult ones.

      The First Priest stepped off of the ‘swing’, an aide exiting after him. Trinant, in another snub, had sent the First down with one of her assistants rather than coming herself—he knew that if it had been the actual High Priest making this trip, she would have been here.

      No matter, he thought. I’m here, aren’t I? And she’s listening to me. She can have this snub. She’ll keep learning the truth.

      The First Priest followed the aide for another minute or so and then they stopped in front of a black door. The hallway was long, crossed on either side by others, but the First stood in front of the only door he could see.

      “He is in there,” the aide said, stepping to the side.

      “Thank you. When I’m finished, how will I summon you?”

      “I’ll be here,” she said.

      The First nodded. “Your manners are much better than your Minister’s.” He stepped forward, but halted just before banging into the door. It hadn’t opened. He looked to his left. “What do I do?”

      The aide smiled. “Just keep going.”

      The First’s brow furrowed and he looked back at the door. He shook his head and stepped forward hesitantly, expecting to hit his forehead on it, but as he touched the surface, he moved through it.

      The door didn’t disappear, but remained, and the First felt like he was stepping into black oil. He quickly jerked back, his hands reaching for his face to rub the slick substance off—

      He touched only his skin.

      “Just keep going,” the aide said again, still smiling. “You’ll come through clean on the other side.”

      The arrogance of these damned people, the First thought. He looked at the door and with a quick step, moved through, the oil washing over his skin for a brief second, and then he was through it.

      He stopped the moment he cleared the door.

      The High Priest hung before him, and it was …

      Glorious.

      Praise be to Corinth, it was glorious.

      Whatever the door had been made out of, it seemed to fill this entire room except for a narrow strip of about five feet in front of the wall. The door had been opaque, but here the First Priest could see through the black substance, and it appeared to give off an almost golden glow. Five feet separated him from the black liquid, and then another foot from where the High Priest hung.

      He was suspended in it. Naked.

      Unable to move.

      The First looked to the High’s left and he saw someone else, further back, and higher up. The First expanded his vision, trying to take in the whole room. Prisoners, everywhere, all of them floating in that black liquid/solid creation. The rest of the prisoners were further back, the High being the only one so close to the barrier.

      The First realized that if he’d come for someone else, that black substance would have pushed them closer, while making sure the High remained deeper inside the room.

      The First Priest, unable to help himself, smiled.

      Glorious, he thought again.

      “We give thanks,” he said, not casting his eyes down this time.

      The High stared at him, his skin taking on the golden hue of the black liquid, finally his pale color cast away.

      “We give thanks,” he said, though his mouth didn’t move. The substance spoke it, the entire room taking on the High’s voice.

      They’re reading his mind, the First thought.

      “This is an interesting predicament,” he said.

      The High chuckled, his voice coming from every molecule of liquid in the room. It was loud, though not overbearing. His face was slack, none of the emotion from his laugh affecting his features.

      “It’s going to get more interesting,” the High said.

      “Is that what you think, Most Holy?”

      “Did you see her? Did you see what she did?”

      The First nodded, his eyes widening. “Oh yes, Most Holy. I saw completely. She nearly killed everyone, and from the reports I heard, she nearly wiped out the entire One Path, although now I think that might not have been such a bad thing.”

      “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” the High said. “Something else interrupted the plan.”

      “Oh, is that what happened? The plan?” the First said. “I’m not sure how much you can actually understand anymore, Most Holy, but the plan was insane. You were trying to contact the Black, and somehow thought you’d be able to control everything. It turns out, you couldn’t.”

      Another chuckle.

      The First didn’t like it. The man was trapped inside a liquid, unable to move or even breathe normally, and yet he was laughing.

      “Have you found her?” the High asked.

      “Your want-to-be concubine? No, not yet.”

      “I thought that would be true … Has Corinth come to you yet?”

      The First finally laughed and looked down at his feet. “No, Most Holy, Corinth hasn’t visited me. He hasn’t told me to move away from the True Faith, nor to kidnap some mutant from another Ministry. He hasn’t told me to contact the Black. To tell you the truth, Most Holy, Corinth has been rather quiet as of late.”

      He looked back up into those unblinking eyes.

      “I saw him again.” The High’s voice sounded distant now, the liquid somehow able to register that he was thinking and not talking directly to anyone in particular. The First couldn’t begin to understand the technology behind this, but the moment he returned to the True Faith, he’d start trying to replicate it. “He showed me Veritros’s head again. Do you remember her … Rachel Veritros?”

      “I’ve listened to you talk about her for a long time, High Priest. Since all this started you’ve droned on and on about her, about being lucky, about us not being lucky again. Do you remember saying all of that?”

      The liquid made no noise.

      “Veritros is dead. Has been dead 1,000 years. You are insane, you old fool. Corinth showed you no head, and Veritros has nothing to do with any of this. I won’t hear any more about it.” The First stepped forward so that he was mere inches from the black liquid. The High was slightly higher than him, and the First looked up so that he could see the High’s eyes. “I’ve made a deal with the One Path, my High Priest. I’m giving you to them. Trinant One seems like a real bitch, but in return for their recognition of me as the High Priest, I’ve said they can do what they want with you. I don’t know if they’ll keep you suspended here forever. Maybe they’ll kill you. I don’t care in the slightest, just so long as I never have to sit in that black box and talk to you again. Goodbye, my High Priest. Forever.”

      The First left the room without another word, not waiting to hear anything else from the man he had followed for most of his life. He moved through the liquid door and didn’t look back.

      The High Priest slowly started sinking deeper into the liquid, a sucking sound echoing through the room as he did.

      He said one last thing before being walled off in his new cell, his voice just managing to rise above the sucking noise.

      “They never found Veritros either. Just like Nicki.”
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* * *

      The Pope looked at Daniel Sesam and his heart hurt. Yule had seen much suffering in his life, and he was careful about questioning God when he saw such things—but this time, he nearly did it.

      The two of them were inside the Globe of One, Yule having made the trip to retrieve Daniel and the other man that had traveled with him. Yule wasn’t yet sure how he would deal with Jackson Carriage, but there would be plenty of time to worry about that later.

      It had taken Yule a day to get here, first needing to ensure the Old World wasn’t affected by the gray explosion across the sky, then travel time.

      He’d come, though, not sending an envoy. Daniel hated Yule, the entire Catholic Church, and if he believed in God, then surely he must hate Him too. Yet, above all of Yule’s parishioners, perhaps the Pope cared for Daniel the most.

      He stood in Daniel’s room. He had requested that Jackson Carriage be detained, but that Daniel only be monitored for possible suicide. Yule didn’t understand exactly what had happened to his daughter; one moment she had been in this world, her awful powers amplified by a madman’s creation, and the next, she was gone.

      Her hand neither destroying anything nor killing anyone.

      She had simply disappeared, and everyone who had seen her …

      They went on with their lives.

      Except for Daniel—and that’s why the suicide watch was implemented. He would never just ‘go on’ with his life.

      Daniel lay in a bed, one that appeared extremely technologically advanced (Everything with them is always over the top, Yule thought, not realizing his thoughts echoed another man walking their halls). Daniel was curled up with a blanket, his back facing the door and him looking at the wall. Yule couldn’t tell if he was awake or not.

      “Can we be alone?” Yule whispered to Trinant One.

      “Yes,” the woman answered, her voice matching his. Yule understood the unwritten rule between Ministries. One simply did not care for those in another faith. There had been no battles—not a single death from religious wars outside of the Black—but each Ministry looked at all others as beneath them.

      Trinant’s voice, though—her whisper so as to not wake Daniel—said maybe she did understand his pain, and maybe she cared about it too.

      She turned around and left the room, leaving Yule alone.

      A chair sat next to a small table and Yule went to it. Daniel didn’t move in his bed.

      Yule pulled a pocket Bible from inside his robe, and opened up to Deuteronomy.

      And the Lord, he it is that doth go before thee; he will be with thee, he will not fail thee, neither forsake thee; fear not, neither be dismayed.

      He read on for a while, still unsure whether Daniel was sleeping, but determined not to wake him if so. Yule would be here when he awoke.

      Daniel spoke, though, startling Yule.

      “Why are you here?”

      Yule placed the Bible down on the table, his slight jump settling some. “To bring you home.”

      “Home?” Daniel asked. “Where is that exactly? Hasn’t my house been razed?”

      “You have the Church at your disposal, Daniel. Whatever you want, you can have.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it. I can’t have her.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Yule said. His voice was low, emotion running under the surface and threatening to break through.

      “What happened to the psychopath?” Daniel said, his own voice sounding untouched. No emotion, only …

      Death, Yule thought. He sounds dead.

      “Who?” he asked.

      “Carriage Jackson. The man that brought me here.”

      “He’s being detained. I’m bringing him back as well.”

      Daniel said nothing else; Yule had no idea how he felt about Jackson Carriage, the man originally sent to kill his daughter, but then turned into … a partner?

      “We’re still looking for her,” Yule said. “As long as I’m alive, we’ll keep searching for Nicki. I promise you that.”

      Daniel sat up quickly, his eyes wide. “The machines. I ….” He stumbled over his words, looking down at the floor before him. “I didn’t think about them. The machines. You’re putting me in them when I get back, do you understand?”

      He looked up at Yule, and the Pope thought he saw a glimmer of madness in his eyes.

      “Okay,” Yule said. “We can do that.”

      He didn’t necessarily like agreeing to it, not with the man’s eyes looking so wild, but what was he going to tell him?

      Daniel stood up. “Let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. Why would we wait?”

      “There are a few other things I need to handle while I’m here,” Yule said. “It won’t take long. We should be able to leave tomorrow morning.”

      For a brief moment, Yule saw murder in Daniel Sesam. A crazed look that he’d never seen inside him before.

      Daniel took hold of it, though, almost visibly wrestling the madness to the ground. He sat back on his bed. “Hurry,” he said, and then lay back down, facing the wall on the opposite side.

      Yule sat there, unsure whether to stand or not. He felt … shaken. He’d seen grief before, but had never seen it drive someone—

      No, don’t say that. It’s not true.

      It is. You know what you saw in his eyes, and just because he’s lying back down doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. His grief is driving him mad. And you’re responsible, Pope Pius XX. Because your Church sent someone to steal his daughter, and then your military operation failed to retrieve her. And now she’s gone, maybe forever, Priest. And he’s still here, all alone.

      Yule stood, unable to sit any longer without crying. He left the room. Daniel Sesam made no noise as he did.
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* * *

      Yule had one last meeting before he could leave the One Path; the Constant’s Minister, Benten Connor, had even traveled here for it.

      Yule, the First Priest, and Benten sat in Trinant’s office.

      Yule was in the middle, Benten to his left, and his right flanked by the First Priest. Yule’s mind could not—would not—refer to the man as the High Priest. He imagined the Priest was angling hard for the position, but in Yule’s head there was only one High Priest, a sick, insane individual. Yule couldn’t imagine anyone ever wanting that title.

      Trinant, hosting the meeting, began.

      “I hope this bloody affair is behind us. There is no trace of the girl, absolutely none. The One Path’s military has searched everything, and I mean everything. We’ve scoured the ocean below, the buildings within our territory, and the sky. There is no trace of her.”

      She didn’t look at Yule as she spoke, all of the softness she’d showed inside Daniel’s room now gone. She was the One Path’s Minister again, and the rest of the Ministries were only tolerated.

      “We’ve also meticulously looked over the recordings,” she continued. “Our researchers … Well, they’re not sure what happened exactly. The best they can tell is, she simply winked out of existence.”

      “Winked … out of existence?” Benten asked.

      “There was a tremendous surge of energy,” Trinant said. “You all saw it as gray static. Using thermal scans, we can tell it originated from a single point, which when overlaid—”

      “There’s no need to overlay anything,” the First Priest said. “I was there. It came from her.”

      An icy silence took hold of the room, Trinant staring at the newcomer. A few seconds passed, and then she finally looked away. Yule wanted to laugh, thinking how the First Priest’s start was nearly as poor as the High Priest’s end. He managed to keep his humor inside, but only barely.

      “Which when overlaid,” Trinant continued, “with where we think the woman was placed, it appears to have come from her.” She paused for a brief second and looked back at the First Priest. “We can’t tell exactly what happened, but from everything we’ve studied, the energy somehow … There’s only one way to say it, but we think it slowed time. Three hours passed while the energy flowed, but nothing happened for anything touched.”

      Yule nodded. His clocks had shown just about three hours during the time the gray static ruled above, but he’d already been told that any time-telling instruments in the sky had simply stopped working. Something like five seconds passed up here.

      “The energy then flowed back to its creator, though the focal point seemed to be at the other end of the building’s hallway, and with the First Priest’s input, we know that the woman had stepped out of the High Priest’s box and walked across the floor. So that makes sense.”

      Yule wanted to smile again at Trinant’s snub, but he kept the Devil in him down—always trying to tempt him.

      “Now, First Priest,” Trinant said. “Can you tell us what you saw at this point, when the energy flowed back to the girl?”

      Like Yule, the First Priest could barely hold his emotion in check—some was even escaping out across his face. The emotions were different for the two men, though … one being humored, the other angered.

      “I was unable to move, and was facing the opposite way, so no, I can’t explain to you what happened.”

      Trinant nodded, not smiling, though Yule thought she wanted to. The First Priest should never have interrupted her, and Yule believed he might regret it for however long he served as the True Faith’s new Minister.

      “And now we get to what I said before. The energy winked out of existence. It all collided on a point, and then simply disappeared.”

      “Physically, that’s not possible,” Benten said. “Energy can’t be destroyed.”

      “We don’t know that it was destroyed,” Trinant said. “We only know that it isn’t here anymore.”

      Yule was careful to say nothing. He didn’t want to give anyone in this room more reason to think Nicki might still be alive. He, of course, had no idea—but if she was, if her energy had been transferred and she still lived, the people here would want her for very different reasons than he.

      The room was quiet for a second, and then Trinant spoke again. Yule was coming to see that the balance of power was shifting between the four. Before, the True Faith had held the most weight, but it seemed Trinant was taking that place—giving the One Path more importance. Yule didn’t care about such things, so long as the Old World remained in peace. He didn’t need to direct other Ministries, nor appear to.

      “The One Path has made an agreement with the True Faith. We’re going to try their former High Priest under our laws. They have already begun the evacuation of our territory, and no one else will face prosecution. I’d like to ask the rest of you about the future.”

      She paused for a second, and Yule saw weariness almost take hold. The woman was tired; these were the leaders of the world, but Yule understood they were all growing exhausted.

      “The One Path would like to move forward and put the Black behind us. We want to continue eradicating the Black’s followers, just as we had planned before. The True Faith has agreed to share with us all information received from their prisoners. We’ll work to ensure that the Black doesn’t return, but regarding this unfortunate mess with the Old World’s parishioner … the One Path would just like to move on.”

      That was exactly what Yule wanted from the other three Ministries as well. Just move on from Nicki Sesam. If she was alive—something Yule highly doubted—he would do his best to find her, but he wanted nothing from these people in regards to that.

      “The Constant agrees,” Benten said, “so long as we’re given regular reports from the True Faith’s prisoners.”

      Trinant looked to Yule, not bothering to seek confirmation from the First Priest.

      The Pope nodded. “The Old World is in agreement.”

      The office door opened, a massive thing as tall as the windows to Yule’s right. He looked over and another of Trinant’s young aides walked in. Yule turned to Trinant, watching her face as the woman approached. Interrupting a meeting such as this … it had to be something important.

      The aide leaned into Trinant and whispered in her ear, too low for the Pope to hear.

      He watched the Minister’s eyes widen, and Yule’s stomach dropped. Trinant was a strong enough leader to keep from showing emotion, especially with mixed company. The slight slip here told him that whatever she was hearing, it wasn’t good.

      The aide stepped back, looking at the floor.

      Trinant was quiet for a second, sitting behind her desk and staring at her hands.

      “Tell them,” she said to the aide.

      “We’re under attack,” the young woman said.

      “What?” the First asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “The three lower levels have been taken. We’ve managed to shut them off.”

      “How?” Trinant asked, her voice low, but the anger in it intense. “How did this happen?”

      “I … I’m not sure, Your Grace. We didn’t know for sure until ten minutes ago.”

      “Who is it?” Trinant asked.

      “We think, Your Grace. That it’s the Black. Its followers.”
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      Tidus had been the first person to participate in the Summoning. The Prophet’s blood somehow affecting him more quickly, though others joined rapidly.

      The past month or so had been a lot for Tidus to handle. He’d been a young man when the Summoning started—still in school and with no real life experiences. A month later and he was steel. A leader. A murderer. He had made his father proud during the Summoning, and had personally killed upwards of 30 people before finally being pulled out of hand-to-hand combat.

      Those in charge of the One Path’s Summoning thought Tidus had skills that could be better utilized from a strategic viewpoint. He was smart, not simply a grunt, and so he’d been shifted quickly up the ranks.

      Tidus’s father wasn’t so lucky. The man had been pushed off of a building and fallen miles to the ocean below.

      During the Summoning, Tidus hadn’t taken time to really process it—that his father was dead. He’d been consumed with …

      And now, looking back, it felt so strange to say it. He’d been consumed with killing. His father’s death hadn’t mattered, not in any real sense of the word. It was cursory, something on the periphery.

      And then the Prophet died, and the Summoning ended. Tidus was captured without even fighting. The people around him, those that had witnessed him in action over the past week or more, were shocked. He of all people would have fought the Ministry. Yet he didn’t. When they showed up to where he was hiding, he got on his knees, then lay down on the floor, spreading his arms and legs far to show that he held nothing to threaten them with.

      The Prophet’s death extinguished something inside Tidus, and he went like a lamb to his own slaughter.

      Everyone in the One Path knew of the pits; parents used them to frighten children whenever they were misbehaving.

      “You better stop, or I’ll send you to the pits.”

      “The police will come and put you in the pits.”

      The police did come for Tidus, and they did put him in the pits—where he would wait an indeterminate amount of time before he was either killed or given trial. He didn’t know which. He imagined they would simply kill him. Him and everyone like him that they could find—all of the Prophet’s followers.

      Tidus had heard there were different types of pits. Those for common criminals and then those for ‘special’ criminals. They took Tidus to a pit for the commoners. He flew in a large transport, his hands and legs bound. He sat shoulder to shoulder with others that carried the Blood—though Tidus knew that didn’t matter anymore. When the Prophet died, his Blood stopped being important.

      The transport slowed down before coming to a complete standstill. There must have been a hundred people in that ship, plus the guards. The prisoners all sat against the walls, and the guards stood on platforms a bit further up, weapons pointing down at their captives.

      Tidus hadn’t known what to expect, but he had ceased caring. The Prophet’s death, it had ended something inside him. His ability to give a damn about anything, apparently.

      The ship’s floor turned transparent, and Tidus looked down at the pit.

      A black liquid that gave off a golden shine, almost as if lights were inside it. Tidus looked across the entire structure, a mile long, and holding just that black liquid. Only sky beneath and to the sides? More pits. Tidus couldn’t see if transports floated over them or not, but this would be his new home—that dark, life sustaining liquid.

      Life sustaining. It’ll sustain your life, if life could be considered never moving or speaking again.

      Tidus had been on the verge of another thought, but the bottom of the transport disappeared, and the seats the prisoners sat on tilted forward.

      He spilled out of the ship, his hands and feet suddenly unbound. He watched the liquid grow closer and closer, screaming as he fell through the air. Wind whipped by him, but not strong enough to carry him away from his fate. He looked to his left and right and saw everyone falling with him, and further out, he saw thousands more. Every pit being filled.

      He hit the liquid with a splat, his body slowing, but also sinking.

      Tidus tried to breathe, but sucked in only thick liquid. He tried forcing it out, but it pushed deeper into his throat and then gullet, until finally it passed into his stomach. It filled his nose and ears, washed over his eyes. He panicked immediately, his brain desperately searching for air, but the cool liquid somehow delivered it to him.

      He didn’t suffocate.

      Tidus sank deeper and deeper, terror gripping him as he realized what this meant. Forever trapped and unmoving.

      And then, he stopped sinking.

      Time passed and Tidus attempted counting the days. One. Two. Three. They kept going and he kept floating there, still and silent, his thoughts occupying his time. A strange madness crept in around day four, in which Tidus began contemplating how he might kill himself. Madness because it was an impossibility. He couldn’t move—this was quicksand without death. No escape.

      More days upon days, and Tidus’s madness grew, as much as he tried to tame it. He could see the others in here with him, all frozen in different positions, some with their eyes open, some closed.

      Are they losing their minds too? he thought with a weird laughter echoing in his head.

      Because that was funny. A tub full of people going crazy.

      He lost count of the days, but two very strange things happened. First, he saw a gray static—the Prophet’s gray, actually. It rushed through the pit, changing the black and golden liquid to gray. Tidus thought he was imagining it; that was the only logical conclusion. Just another snap in his breaking mind.

      He giggled inside himself.

      The gray light eventually left and Tidus thought no more about it.

      He wasn’t sure about time anymore, but he didn’t think a day passed before the next strange thing occurred.

      His blood started itching. Again, he thought he was imagining it … but this was different than the gray light. He could deny that occurred, the itch beneath his skin, though—it wasn’t going anywhere. If anything, its intensity was growing.

      Tidus tried to look around at the others in the pit, but he could tell nothing of their mental state.

      He saw his own arms, though, and Tidus knew he’d gone completely mad then. Gray strands were wrapping up his arms, with tails floating lazily in the golden black liquid like tentacles.

      Another giggle from Tidus.

      Rise.

      His mind hadn’t said the word, but it was there all the same, as if someone was speaking inside his head.

      I can’t, he said.

      Rise, it told him again.

      He watched the gray strands stretch upward, and after a second, their slack ended and they were pulling Tidus up through the liquid.

      He couldn’t have remained inside the pit if he wanted.

      The strands continued, reaching the top and then thrusting Tidus through it as well. Golden black liquid dripped down his face as the static strands pulled him to the edge of the pit. He grabbed hold of the barrier that held the liquid inside and vomited. Unable to catch his breath, he did it again. Black mucus streamed from his nose as his body ejected the liquid from his lungs.

      He wiped at his eyes, his arms able to move though the rest of his body was still held firm beneath the surface. No matter how much he tried cleaning himself, Tidus still felt the slick liquid covering him.

      He finally stopped, though, and looked at his arms. The strands had climbed up his shoulders, shining in the night’s darkness around him. He stared down into the pit and saw similar static draped across others’ arms. They lit up the golden liquid like gray lights, each arm a beacon.

      The Globe of One, the voice said. Go to it. The Ministers are there. They are not to leave.

      Tidus looked up into the black sky, his blood almost burning and the Prophet’s words echoing in his head. He laughed and laughed and laughed.
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      Yule stood and walked to the windows lining Trinant’s office.

      “They’re confined below, in the lower levels?” he asked.

      “Yes,” the general said. The aide had left 10 minutes ago and this woman had returned in her stead. Older, thin, and sounding like any general the Pope had ever met. General Spyden.

      “How secure is it?” the First Priest asked. “How secure are we?”

      Yule heard the panic in the man’s voice but didn’t turn around to assess him. The True Faith’s new Minister had been through a lot over the past couple of days, Yule had no doubt of that, but he sounded more frayed than anyone else. Everyone was frightened, including the Pope, but the First sounded near panic.

      Trinant ignored him, and so did the general.

      “Show me what they’ve done so far,” she said.

      “Yes, Your Grace.” The windows in front of Yule suddenly changed from a view of the outside world to a vast display. Yule stepped back, taking in the scene.

      “The panels are divided up into four quadrants, though what you’ll see on them is very similar in nature. If it’s okay, Your Grace, I’ll speed up the videos.”

      “Yes,” Yule heard Trinant say, though he didn’t take his eyes from the scene in front of him.

      He focused on the middle-left glass pane, watching as the general spoke. She was giving this report to Trinant, though a single question flashed through Yule’s head: why aren’t we evacuating?

      “They reached our bottom docking stations approximately an hour ago. We are still unsure how the transports were commandeered, but they kept some of the crew alive in order to pass security checks. Once docked, they rapidly moved upward, making it through three levels before any sort of alarm was sounded.”

      “WHY DIDN’T WE HEAR AN ALARM?” the First Priest shouted.

      “The Globe of One is 600 stories high. You are on number 590.. It wasn’t necessary to sound alarms this high up.”

      Yule turned and looked at the First Priest. The man collapsed into a chair and let out a sigh—the distance between them and the attackers apparently all he cared about.

      The Pope watched the window again, feeling none of the First Priest’s new found peace.

      Because what he now saw …

      “This has never happened before,” he said.

      Men and women were walking up and down halls, gray static draping their arms.

      The screens in front of him were showing everything in double time, but the men and women were slinging the static at the One Path’s faithful. Wherever the strands touched, clothing and flesh burnt off. Yule watched as people screamed, their horror thankfully silent in Trinant’s office. People were collapsing everywhere across the massive displays, holding their blood drenched faces and throats.

      That wasn’t the worst of it, though. Somehow, the death he watched was only part of it.

      “They’re insane,” he heard Benten say as if the man was inside his own head. “Look at their faces. They’re all insane.”

      The invaders moved rapidly across the glass panels, using strands, hands, and even blades to kill those in front of them.

      “What is this?” the First Priest asked, finally coming to see what Yule did. “What in Corinth’s name is all of this?”

      Yule turned around and looked at General Spyden.

      “We haven’t seen anything like that before. I understand they’re a long way from us, but why haven’t we evacuated yet? Why are we still here?”

      The general swallowed, the first sign of doubt she’d shown. She turned to Trinant before speaking. “Your Grace, we can’t leave.”
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      David stared up into the sky and watched the transport. It was approaching the beach quickly. He hadn’t communicated with Rhett since saving him inside the True Faith. David was stretching himself thin now, especially with what was happening at the Globe. He couldn’t spare any more of himself to Rhett, not right now.

      Right before he returned—when deep in the ocean—David had made a choice, and now he was dealing with the consequence. He had expected this, though it was different to live with something rather than anticipating it.

      He also had to determine how much to tell Rhett and Christine.

      Think about it later, he told himself. Now you deal with Rebecca.

      The transport had arrived and was above David. He moved backward as it slowly descended. Its turbines pushed air at him, blowing sand across the beach. He shielded his eyes with his hands, though he could have used the gray if he’d wanted—but such frivolous usage couldn’t happen right now. Maybe not ever again.

      The transport finally landed and the blowing wind and sand ended.

      David looked inside. He saw four people. He could see Rhett’s face, and two others in the front. He thought he recognized the woman …

      She was at the compound when they attacked. You spared her. Only her.

      He looked away, toward the rear. Rebecca. He only saw the back of her head; she hadn’t turned around to look at him.

      The door on Rhett’s side opened and he stepped out. He walked around the front and then simply stopped and stared. Another door opened and a man David didn’t recognize stepped out. He went to Rhett, then stopped too. David sensed his Blood in the man, but he didn’t gaze at him. He only looked at Rhett.

      There were tears in his old friend’s eyes.

      “It’s real?” Rhett said. “You’re real?”

      David nodded. “Yes.”

      Rhett walked across the sand and without another word, wrapped David in his arms.

      David slowly embraced his friend, though not feeling comfortable as he did it. It wasn’t natural to him, to touch, to show affection like this. He and Rhett had never hugged like this before, but yet Rhett wasn’t letting go.

      “I thought you were dead,” he said, his voice full of pain.

      “I’m not.” David pulled back some, placing his hands on Rhett’s shoulders. “Where’s Christine?”

      “She’s lying down in the back. She’s been going in and out of consciousness, but she’s improving.” Rhett dropped his eyes to the sand. “They really hurt her.”

      David nodded, looking to the man behind Rhett. “He’s one of ours?”

      “Yes. It’s … The whole damned thing is complicated,” he said, laughing and reaching up to wipe away his tears. “The woman. I don’t even know where to start.”

      David let him go and stepped to the side. He looked at the woman sitting in the front. “You can get out.”

      Her skin was whiter than bone. The transport door opened and he watched her step outside, her hands jittering. She didn’t look at him but quickly stepped next to the other stranger. David didn’t understand why she would go to him, not if the stranger carried the Blood, but he wasn’t concerned.

      “Rebecca,” David called across the short space. “Don’t you want to see your brother?”

      A second passed, and then she stood inside the ship. She turned around and faced the door as it opened.

      There was nothing separating them now, and David looked at her, knowing she had betrayed him. She was the one who killed Stellan. She was the one who nearly ended the Unformed’s Union.

      David’s eyes lit, and gray webs sparked from them. They raced across the sandy beach like horizontal lightening, wrapping around her with a hungriness that resembled animals. She barely had time to open her mouth, let alone make noise.

      David stared on with blazing eyes as the web wrapped her thick in its gray cocoon. Rebecca could no longer be seen from within the shell he’d created. David nodded and the static coffin fell over. His eyes went silent and he turned back to Rhett.

      “I’ll deal with her tonight. We should talk first.”

      Rhett nodded. David walked across the sand, noticing the woman look away as he did—not even wanting to make eye contact with him. Yes, she’d been there. She’d witnessed him destroy an entire army. Now she could witness him do two things, care for those he loved, and kill his sister.

      David passed by Rebecca lying unseen beneath his static gray. He went to the back of the transport, bent down, and picked up Christine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s him, Rhett thought. It really is.

      He had to tell himself that over and over, because his mind refused to believe it. It’d only been a few weeks, but Rhett had believed it so fully that now it seemed … well, like it couldn’t be true. David couldn’t be alive.

      Yet all Rhett had to do was look up, and he’d be there, the Prophet.

      Rebecca was back on the beach, the gray static sure to protect her from any poaching animals, though Rhett couldn’t care less if they clawed her eyes out.

      David had taken them a few hundred yards from the shore. He’d managed to clear out brush and bramble—clearly with his static, as the ground and surrounding shrubbery looked burnt; he’d created a little fire pit and a place for them to sit, and sleep if need be.

      He lay Christine down first, then knelt beside her. Rhett watched as his Prophet touched her temple and then closed his own eyes. Rhett saw them light up beneath his eyelids.

      David opened his eyes.

      She was staring back at David.

      Neither of them said anything as they stared at each other. After a moment, Christine shook her head weakly, tears coating her eyes.

      “No,” she said. “No…”

      David only smiled.

      “Am I dead?” she asked, but there was no smile on her face. She was serious, unable to believe.

      “You’re not dead,” Rhett said. “He’s real. It’s all real.”

      Christine, in a gesture he’d never seen from her before, reached up and took hold of David’s neck. She pulled him down and hugged him as tightly as she could. Rhett had felt the awkwardness when he had done the same, and now he witnessed it from a few feet off. David simply didn’t like physical touch, and Rhett smiled as he was forced to endure it for the second time in a day.

      Finally, Christine let go and David sat back up, doing his best to not show how uncomfortable the act had made him.

      “I want you to sleep some more,” he told her.

      “No.” She shook her head.

      David nodded, reaching down with his fingers again and touching her temple. “I’ll be here when you wake up.” His eyes sparked for only a moment, and Christine’s closed, her breathing relaxing immediately.

      Rhett understood that if anyone else had even attempted something similar on Christine, when she awoke, whoever had done it might not live to see another morning. None of that mattered with David, though. He was back, and things would change now. They would win.

      He looked over to Rhett.

      “What do we do?” Rhett asked.

      “Not yet. When she wakes, we’ll talk.”

      “You’re kidding me? I have no idea what’s happening and now I have to wait longer?”

      “We need to deal with them,” David said, glancing up and to the beach where the two strangers stood. “What’s their story?”

      “The man’s name is Reinheld. Manor Reinheld. He’s one of ours. From the best I can gather, he became romantic with the woman.” Rhett stopped and looked away from the two, back at David. “How much do you know about what Rebecca did?”

      “Only that she’s the traitor.”

      Rhett nodded and looked down at the dead fire pit, black ashes from wood burned the night before.

      “That man over there,” Rhett said, not looking up. “He told Christine about those ships. The ones nobody saw. The ones that shot you. Christine told Rebecca about them, and ….”

      Rhett said nothing else. There wasn’t anything he could say, because those few sentences covered everything.

      “The woman, then? What role does she play besides sleeping with Reinheld?” David spoke as if he hadn’t just heard how his sister attempted his execution.

      “I don’t really know. She’s the reason we escaped, though. She came to Rebecca and me, told us what we were going to do, and then planned the whole thing. We would have died if not for you, but she would have died right beside us … She hasn’t said much since finding out we were coming to you.”

      “Has she communicated with the True Faith? Do you know?”

      Rhett shook his head. “I didn’t see her nanotech light up, but I can’t say for sure. I mean, though, she did just plan and execute the escape of highly valuable prisoners. I don’t think the True Faith is going to have much to do with her anymore.”

      “Alright,” David said and stood up. He walked around the fire, Rhett standing up to follow. They walked down to the beach.

      “You know who I am,” David said.

      It wasn’t a question, but both newcomers nodded.

      “You’ve taken the Blood, and there’s no untaking it, you understand?” he asked the man.

      Reinheld nodded.

      “I’m David Hollowborne,” he said, extending his hand in a custom that had somehow survived millennia.

      Reinheld stepped forward and shook it. “I’m … I’m more than honored.”

      “You’re one of us,” David said, and Rhett saw the magnetism working. Not the gray from his eyes, but the light from his life. He might not like hugging, but the man always made people feel like they were the only ones alive, the only person that mattered in the entire world.

      Rhett didn’t think Reinheld realized what he was doing as he walked over to David’s side, releasing his hand and then looking back to Brinson.

      David turned his focus on her.

      “You can either take the Blood or deal with the coming storm. The decision is yours.”

      The woman stepped back, looking like it was involuntary. She shook her head.

      David’s eyes grayed over, static filling them. “Okay.” Webs shot out across the empty space—

      “NO!”

      The static webs stopped, pausing in midair.

      “Don’t, please,” Reinheld said. “Don’t hurt her.”

      David turned his head, the static lines still halted in their spill from his eyes. He said nothing, only stared at the man, and Manor Reinheld finally understood what Rhett had for years.

      David was hard. He was cruel. There was love in him, but there was a ruthless anger that drove him. David was the Prophet, and death was as much a part of him as life.

      “She’ll take the Blood. Give her time. She will.” Reinheld’s tongue was nearly stumbling over his words, and still David stared without flinching. “She saved us. She gave up Corinth, her life in the True Faith, everything because she’s got potential. She’s got potential to believe in the truth. She’ll take the Blood. I … I give you my word.”

      Rhett had never seen anything like this in his life, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about it. A man so in love with an infidel that he promised the Prophet he’d convert her. Rhett felt more interest in David’s reaction than any actual result.

      The moment felt like it might not end, David staring with gray, expressionless eyes as if seeing some new kind of insect. Something strange and not of this world.

      “And if she doesn’t?” David finally asked. “Will you take her place?”

      Reinheld looked to the woman and Rhett saw the struggle inside him. Giving his own life for an infidel, someone not of the Blood; it was something Rhett didn’t understand, nor would he ever want to. If you were not of David, of the Unformed, then you were not worthy of thought, let alone love.

      Reinheld nodded.

      David stared for a second longer and then the gray in his eyes died. He turned back to the woman. “Until she takes the Blood, she stays out here with my sister. Manor, right? You’re free to move about as you want, but remember what you agreed to. She takes the Blood or you die with her.”

      David didn’t spare a glance as he walked back up the shore. Rhett watched the two of them for a second and then followed his leader, not caring in the slightest what they chose. All that mattered to Rhett Scoble was the man in front of him, and the course he chose.
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* * *

      Born again, night was at full strength. The moon shone down through the branches and leaves, the wind rolling up from the beach. Insects chirped, making themselves known to possible mates throughout the forest. In front of Rhett, a fire burned. The smoke from the wood filled his nose and the chill from the beach’s wind caused him to wrap his arms around himself. There were no blankets, no extra clothing. They had only themselves, but that was more than any of them had a week ago.

      Christine was awake, and it wasn’t just the firelight that made her skin look darker. She was looking better after only a few hours around David, and only a fool would say it wasn’t due to him.

      Manor had come to the fire a few minutes ago, though Brinson was still down by the beach. He didn’t look at anyone, only sat and stared into the flames.

      David looked at him for a long minute before speaking. “You’re the one who sent word about the ships that were coming to attack me?”

      Manor nodded, his mouth closed.

      “And you got that information from her?”

      Another nod.

      “Then I trust you. You’ve taken my Blood and you tried to save my life. It’s the only reason I allowed her to live. When the time comes, though, I will make you own up to your agreement.”

      Manor said nothing, only stared into the flickering fire.

      David looked back to Rhett and Christine. “Things have … changed.”

      Rhett didn’t like the sound of the last word. It held a sadness to it that Rhett wasn’t used to hearing from David.

      “I’m not talking about Rebecca. I will deal with her shortly. I’m meaning for us, and our revolution.” He looked up, the fire’s glow reflecting in his eyes. “I should have died. I think … perhaps I did in a way. It’s not really important how I survived, only what happened in between my fall and rise.”

      He found the fire and grew quiet for a minute or so. Rhett wasn’t going to rush him. He wanted to know, desperately so, but something about this felt … wrong, and he didn’t know why. It should have been a time for celebration and joy, with David returned. Even Rebecca’s treachery couldn’t diminish what was happening. The Unformed would come soon.

      Yet, Rhett felt no joy, no reason to celebrate when David spoke.

      “Before, I couldn’t have come to you like that. Not before I fell. My powers were limited only to me. I couldn’t act through other people.”

      Rhett nodded.

      “Let me start with what I saw, and then I’ll tell you what’s happening, and what’s to come.”
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      The Prophet breathed in and gray static filled his lungs. His eyes were wide, shock coursing through his body and mind. The static that he had used much of his life, the static that had protected his life, now did its best to give him life.

      Sea creatures from long miles away swam within 100 feet of him, all gazing at the bright light and knowing in their dim brains that something was special about this beast.

      The gray static didn’t give his lungs oxygen as he sucked in, but instead gave him the only possible thing that could save him.

      It gave him the Unformed.

      The Prophet saw nothing of the world around him; he saw the Unformed fully. He wasn’t at the Beyond, not staring at the universe as it raced forward into the Unformed’s habitat. The gray static had brought him to the Unformed, just as it had the others like him at the end of their lives.

      The Prophet, perhaps the last Prophet, was being given a choice.

      The creature was huge in a way that he hadn’t truly understood before. Planets were nothing more than marbles against it. There was no end to it, no possibility of seeing around it. There was only the Unformed, an off white, craggy orb that stretched forever. To even call it an orb simply showed the limitations of language. Globe, planet, universe—all these ideas failed to encompass what the Prophet stared at.

      The choice was simple, join or return.

      Join the Unformed forever and ever, or return to the Earth and continue Its quest.

      The first Prophet to come here wasn’t given a choice—Abby already being dead.

      The second Prophet was shown something similar, but by that point, she had already decided her fate.

      David Hollowborne, Prophet of the Unformed, could die and join his God, or continue living.

      This David told to his closest followers: Rhett Scoble, Christine Fain, as well as Manor Reinheld.

      He told them that he chose to return, but that’s when he veered off truth’s course. He said being so close to the Unformed had allowed him to retain more of the Unformed. This wasn’t … the entirety of what happened.

      Looking upon The Unformed, being brought to It, transference had occurred. There was no way to avoid it, like the closer one moves toward a fire, the warmer one becomes until finally burning. David had nearly touched the flame, and truthfully, he’d wanted to embrace it. Just wrap his arms around the fire and go home.

      He turned, though, because he understood the truth. If he joined the Unformed, then the chances of It dying grew. If he returned to the world, where his traitor sister waited—and pain, and death, and everything humans fled—then the Unformed might live.

      And with that knowledge, David made his choice to continue fighting.

      And he brought that transference with him, that power.

      What he didn’t tell his followers, though, was the cost. Everything in life must be paid for, whether food or peace of mind, or yes, even power. You pay for it with currency, time—or in David’s case, his life.

      His connection with the Unformed had grown stronger, a direct line from his mind to Its. And now, each time he used the gray …

      The Prophet died. Just a bit, but some all the same. Each time he used the power granted to him by his God, more of him was drained back to the Unformed. The transference couldn’t only happen one way. David could not take without giving. And it was that which he didn’t tell his followers. If he used his powers, he would die. He could only hope to thrust them across the finish line, and if he was lucky, maybe catch a glimpse of the glory that would come after. He would not, in all likelihood, survive the Union.

      His followers couldn’t know, because they couldn’t be thinking about his life while fighting for the Unformed’s. It was the Union that mattered, nothing else.

      The Prophet made his choice, his life for his God.
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      David stopped talking.

      Rhett looked at him, his thoughts naked across his face. It didn’t feel right, what he was being told. The melancholy in David’s voice didn’t match the story Rhett had just heard—what was there to be sad about? More power? Having looked upon the Unformed?

      “That’s it?” he whispered. It was Rebecca who had always challenged her brother, no one else, but Rhett couldn’t help but ask the question.

      David looked at him. “Yes. What else would there be?”

      Rhett shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      David studied him for a second and Rhett thought he saw the man struggling with something, but only briefly. When David looked back to the fire, the struggle was gone, if it ever existed at all.

      “So that brings us to now, to what’s happening. Not everyone felt my return, only those I chose. You three, of course. Rebecca. I’ve been … selective about how I do this.”

      Why? Rhett wondered. Why be selective now when you weren’t before? He didn’t ask the questions, though, because it wasn’t his place. His Prophet had returned and as before, Rhett would follow his guidance.

      “All four Ministers are in the One Path. It’s not important why they are, only that they are.” David glanced up from the fire. “Have any of you heard of the pits?”

      Rhett shook his head again, his brow furrowed. He didn’t glance at anyone else, unable to pull his eyes from David.

      “They are the One Path’s version of jails, I suppose. I only know this because we have followers in them. Imagine huge pools floating in the sky, row after row, column after column. They’re filled with an oily substance, and it almost shines gold. It nearly glows. The One Path tosses people into these and they’re held without food, without water, without even the ability to breathe. Somehow that liquid delivers everything the body needs, but the pit holds them. It keeps them from moving.”

      He paused for a second.

      “And … these pits drive them insane. I don’t know if it’s the liquid or the solitary confinement, or not being able to move. I don’t know which.”

      Reinheld shivered and Rhett glanced at him. His arms were folded across his stomach, and he was hunched over, staring into the fire. The breeze was cool, but not that cold. Rhett understood, or thought he did. They both had been held captive, but Rhett had the First Priest coming to him daily. As awful as the Priest was, it was still human interaction. How long had Reinheld sat in his cell without speaking to another human?

      David went on, seeming to not notice anything happening around him. He appeared lost in his head, not even seeing the fire he stared at.

      “There was a man in those pits, and I don’t know why, but my Blood flows strong through him. I found him first … and … his mind is broken. Not fully, but fractured I guess would be the right word.” He finally looked up again. “Which is a good thing. It’s what I want. I’m not sure the exact number of people in those pits, but there are thousands. And I brought them out and I sent them to the Ministers.”

      Rhett’s eyes widened, understanding. “Where?”

      “The Globe of One. It’s like Corinth’s Shrine, but the One Path’s version.”

      Rhett shook his head, questions coming to him. “Even with thousands, how would they make a dent in the Globe? I’ve seen it, David, when converting. The thing is huge.”

      “I’m with them,” he said.

      Rhett’s eyes flashed to his arm and he saw those gray strands hanging from it. He jerked, but only slightly, before gaining control of himself. When he blinked, the strands were gone and he was staring only at his arm.

      “All of them?” he said, not looking up.

      “Yes.”

      “Won’t the Ministers just leave?” Christine asked from the other side of the fire. Rhett had nearly forgotten about her; she was quieter than ever.

      “They can’t. All entrances and exits across the entire place have been shut down.”

      “How?” Rhett asked.

      “I’m with them,” David repeated.

      Rhett was quiet for a moment, awe filling him. The One Path was above them all right now, in the sky above the clouds, and David sat on the ground, yet waged a war above—his power now knowing no limits.

      “Are you a God? Are you the Unformed?”

      David looked back to the fire, a smirk on his face … a sad smirk. “I wish, Rhett. I’m only a man.”
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* * *

      Manor walked away from the dying fire. The other three were preparing for sleep, but Manor wouldn’t sleep by the fire. He had stayed to hear what the Prophet said, still unable to come to terms with being next to him. Manor understood now why people followed him, and it was beyond the Blood or the Unformed, or even truth. They followed him, and they would to their death.

      Himself included. Manor would have died for this before, but after meeting Hollowborne …

      Manor would cut his own throat if that was required of him.

      Walking toward the beach, thoughts of the Prophet faded, and thoughts of what Manor had promised earlier resumed. Raylyn had refused the Blood, and he offered his own life up as guarantee that she took it.

      And what about what she did for you? Didn’t she risk her own life just two days ago?

      It was true, but she wasn’t serving the Unformed. She didn’t have the Prophet sleeping not a Corinthmeter up the beach. She had forsaken a false religion for him, but now he’d agreed to give up everything.

      She’ll take it, he thought. She’ll take the Blood.

      Raylyn was sitting with her back to the campsite, staring out at the ocean. Manor stood for a few seconds and looked at the moonlight casting its glow across the dark, rippling waves. He looked to his left and saw the transport still resting where they’d landed. The gray static remained wrapped around the Prophet’s sister, glowing like a light bulb in the night. Manor wondered briefly what was wrong with the woman? How she could be so evil?

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Raylyn said, pulling him from his thoughts.

      Manor sat down next to her, placing his hands in the sand and feeling its cool grit. “It’s too late now.”

      “I’m not joining him,” she said. “What do you call it? Taking the Blood? The Blood of the Touched, right?”

      Manor nodded.

      “I’m not doing it. I showed that I would die for you, Manor. I did that two days ago, and we should have died. I love you. More than I’ve ever loved anyone else. More than I love my own life.” She was quiet for a few moments, and then said, “But I don’t love you more than I love my soul.”

      “He’s the truth, Raylyn,” Manor whispered. “You’ve seen what he can do.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care if he brings the Unformed and the two of them rule forever. I won’t submit again.”

      “Submit?” Manor asked, incredulous. “What else are you supposed to do? When you see truth, you follow it. That’s not submitting. It’s purpose.”

      Raylyn chuckled, a sarcastic sounding thing. She had listened to him for hours in his cell, talking about why he’d chosen the Unformed … and then she’d thrown away her religion. She’d thrown away her life, yet when she spoke now, it was wired with hate.

      “You shouldn’t have told him that, Manor. There is no mercy in that man. I’ve seen him kill hundreds of people in seconds. I watched him burn my friend alive. Just burn right through her bones. He’s going to kill you, Manor, if you don’t leave with me.”

      “Leave with you?” he looked over at her, his voice a whisper.

      “That’s the only choice we have, if we want to live. When I tell him again that I’m not joining, that’s it for both of us.”

      “You have to join, Raylyn. There’s no other option. There’s no leaving. Where are you going to go? Right now, he’s wiping out all of the Ministries. He’s destroying them with a single swipe of the board. You either join or you die.”

      “So I do it out of fear, if not love? That’s your pitch?”

      Manor didn’t know what to say, and so he said nothing. He looked out at the ocean and the two sat in silence.

      A while passed, and then Raylyn spoke again. “I gave my life to Corinth. Every piece of me. I haven’t even begun to process what breaking away from that means, because I haven’t had the chance. But if I live long enough, I’m sure I’ll deal with this the same as I would deal with the death of an intimate loved one. Because that’s what he was to me. And none of it was real, Manor.” She reached across the sand and took his hand in hers. “You showed me that, and I’m eternally grateful. I do love you, even though the things you’ve done frighten me to my core. I’m free for the first time in my life. Maybe not physically. I’m still under his rule right now, but mentally? There’s no god I have to pray too. There’s no being I need to curry favor with. There’s no lie to live.”

      She looked back to the ocean.

      “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to leave with me if you want to live. I’m not joining him.”

      Manor sat for a few minutes with his hand underneath hers. His vision was blurred, the moon’s rays scattering in strange directions.

      “I’m not leaving, and you should think about your decision, Raylyn. There’s only death out there. Life … it rests with him.”

      He took his hand away and walked back up the beach, leaving her alone with the other nonbeliever.
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* * *

      “How are you feeling?”

      Rhett heard David ask Christine the question as he walked back to the campsite. He’d gone down to the beach to check on Rebecca—making sure she was still wrapped in David’s gray wires, and hadn’t floated out with the tide.

      “I’m better,” Christine answered, glancing to Rhett as he arrived. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      Rhett didn’t need to ask what she was talking about. There wasn’t an ounce of thankfulness in her, and Rhett had known there wouldn’t be.

      “What?” David asked.

      Christine didn’t take her eyes off Rhett. She just shook her head slightly, saying no. She wouldn’t tell. She might be angry with Rhett, might even hate him for what he’d done, but she wouldn’t be the one to tell David.

      Rhett looked over to him. “I was given a choice. Either they tortured her or I talked. I thought you were dead and we were too. I talked. I told them about the Blood, about how it passed from parent to child. Other things, too.”

      David held his gaze, but Rhett saw no sign of the gray static in his eyes. “Who did you tell?”

      “The First Priest.”

      “So if we lose, they know how we spread in between Prophets?”

      Rhett nodded.

      David looked at the ground and was quiet for a few moments. “Then this time we can’t lose.” He looked back up. “I agree with Christine. You shouldn’t have said anything. If they were going to torture Christine, then so be it. We serve a greater purpose than any of us, and the purpose will live on even if we die.”

      Rhett didn’t nod, gave no sign of affirmation.

      David broke eye contact and stepped outside of the campsite, a bit closer to the beach. Reinheld was down there, as was Brinson, though Reinheld had gone on a walk alone. Brinson was now by herself, lying on her side. Rhett hadn’t checked to see if she was sleeping or not; he didn’t care. David would decide what happened with her.

      “What are we going to do?” Christine asked.

      They had all spent one night together, but no one had brought up what came next. Rhett hadn’t said anything because he was simply glad to be around David. He didn’t want to move forward, not yet. He wanted a bit more time with just these two, because once everything started, this respite from turmoil would break.

      “We’re going to wait a day,” David said. He looked up into the sky, staring straight at the clouds. “Maybe two. Every available ship and man from all the Ministries will be heading toward that globe. Then, once everything is in place there, I’ll show myself to the rest of our followers.”

      “Chaos,” Rhett said. “It’ll be chaos everywhere. They won’t have enough enforcement to guard their Ministries, because they’ll all be focused on the Globe.”

      David nodded, still looking in the sky. “And then the three of us go to the Nile River, and we finish it.”

      “What about her?” Christine asked.

      David looked to the transport, the bundle of gray strands lying inside.

      “I’ll deal with her tonight,” David said.
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* * *

      The rest of the day had passed easily enough, except for David dreading nightfall. Tomorrow he would deal with the infidel and her lover, but tonight he had to deal with his sister.

      And even after everything she’d done, he didn’t want to.

      David stood outside the transport.

      He looked at the gray light wrapped around her, both protecting her and holding her captive. The strands were providing her with water, though she would probably be hungry—not that it mattered much.

      He stared for a long time, the moon moving higher in the sky. No one ventured down to the beach, and David knew no one would. Even the infidel had walked far away; he couldn’t even see her from where he stood.

      He thought about when he and Rebecca were kids.

      He thought about their parents being murdered, blood and death mixing together in his mind like poisonous gasses.

      He thought about the orphanage, where they beat him and left her alone. Yet, it was still the two of them.

      David thought about the years on the street, him learning how to steal and connive and hurt in order to make sure she stayed alive. He’d never told her that, but it was the truth. All those years where they had to fight for their meals, he did it because of her. If it had been him, alone? He would have starved to death. Most likely, he wouldn’t have escaped the orphanage. He grew strong because of her, because more than anything he needed to live so that she wouldn’t be alone.

      And now, standing on this beach, he was alone. Rhett and Christine would murder this woman for him, but that didn’t change any of the loneliness he felt. His sister, his blood, the only family he had left … was lost to him.

      Go forward, he thought. There’s no other choice.

      The strands around Rebecca started to unwrap themselves, gray static peeling off and then dying a few seconds after. The cocoon covering her slowly fell away to nothing.

      Rebecca lay on the transport’s floor, looking the exact same as she had yesterday. She didn’t move her body, but only shifted her head so that she could see him.

      David’s eyes were calm.

      Hers weren’t, but full of rage.

      “Don’t ever do that again,” she said. “Kill me if you want, but never do that again.”

      David remained still, staring at her as if he didn’t know her. “You give me orders now?”

      Rebecca pushed herself up to sitting without looking away. “You may be the Prophet, but you’ve never owned me.”

      She stood up, though she didn’t step outside of the transport. She was a few inches higher than him, a few arm lengths in distance.

      “Why?” he said. “Why did you do it?”

      The two stared in silence, the ocean wind whipping by David and into the transport. Rebecca’s face was hard in that silence, though it slowly changed, and beneath the moonlight he saw tears swirling in her eyes.

      “Because, you wouldn’t stop on your own,” she finally said.

      “Stop? Fucking stop?” David felt the rage he had feared coming to him now, breaking through concrete barriers he had tried to erect, a battering ram with a lion’s head on it—unfazed and unstoppable. “WHY WOULD I FUCKING STOP?”

      His voice echoed up and down the beach, easily back to the campsite, but David didn’t care.

      “Because!” Rebecca shouted back, her own voice not capable of rising to the level of his. “Because this is madness! It’s always been madness! We just couldn’t see it!”

      David lunged forward before he knew it was happening. The back of his hand smacked across her face, and her head jerked to her left. He stood with his arm still extended, blood on his knuckles. Rebecca didn’t move. Neither of them did.

      He’d never put his hands on her before.

      David’s eyes were gray, and if he was stunned, the gray wasn’t. It swirled out from his eyes, shining its eerie light across the night’s darkness. The strands didn’t move toward Rebecca, only remained stretching out of his eyes like thin strips of seaweed.

      “It’s madness,” she said. “It has to be stopped.”

      “And when did you discover this, Rebecca?” he asked, his voice low, rippling with anger.

      “It doesn’t matter when.”

      “WHEN.”

      A few seconds of silence passed, and then she whispered, “Five years ago.”

      “HOW.”

      Rebecca shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” She looked up, blood dripping from her nose and lip. The tears that had sat in her eyes had now spilled over; she was crying, and not from the slap’s pain. “You wouldn’t stop, regardless of what I did, and yet you have to. This has to end. What you’re doing, what It wants to do. Have you ever asked yourself, David, what It wants? Even once, have you sat back and thought about such a simple question?”

      David let his hand collapse to his side. A drop of blood fell to the transport, landing silently. The gray strands twisted from his eyes as if mocking Rebecca’s words.

      “No, Rebecca, because that doesn’t matter.” His voice was a whisper, hardly louder than the wind blowing through the transport. “I’ve been summoned, just as you have. You took my Blood, remember? You injected it into yourself and swore allegiance to It. There is no asking what It wants.”

      “And that’s why I set you up, David. Why I would do it again and again and again. Because you’ll never stop. You literally rose from the dead to complete this.”

      David’s rage had driven him this far, but something nagged at him. A question, somehow tied to the other like him—the girl from the Old World.

      “What made you start thinking like this? What made you become so lost?”

      “Are we done here?” Rebecca asked.

      He shook his head. “Tell me.”

      “No. Now do whatever it is you want, David.”

      Brother and sister looked at each other, one with bright, static filled eyes, the other’s shrouded by darkness. The Prophet’s rage simmered, not exploding out. He’d never seen himself ending up here; he could have sooner seen himself killing Rhett than his sister.

      But what other choice did he have?

      To let her live?

      Her face was still defiant, believing thoughts that didn’t even matter. She was a human, what she thought of the Unformed’s wishes were less than insignificant. Yet just as David would walk to his death for the Unformed, she stood here ready to do the same against It.

      The gray strands snaked further out from his eyes, forming two powerful bands then wrapping around her throat. They didn’t burn, nor squeeze too tight.

      “You’ve always been my everything,” he said.

      “No. It is. Ever since It came to you.”

      “Then you were second,” he said. “And I should have been second to you as well.”

      “We just put different things first. You put the Unformed. I put humanity.”

      The gray strands tightened some and David saw her face grimace. She could still breathe, but he felt the static heating up, ready to do what it had come out for. Tears fell from his sister’s eyes and dripped over the thick cords.

      I can’t, he thought. No matter what she’s done or will do, I can’t.

      The light died in his eyes, and as it did, the strands flowing from them did as well.

      The two stood in darkness.

      “Go,” he said. “Away from me. If I see you again, Rebecca, I will kill you, because I’ll know that you mean to kill me.”

      He turned his back on her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, but he didn’t know what she was apologizing for, and he didn’t ask either.

      “Go. Take that transport and leave.”

      He stepped out into the night and walked away from his sister. Neither knew it then, but they would see each other again, and both would bring death with them.
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* * *

      “Why?” Rhett asked as the transport rose into the air. He sat by the fire with Christine, watching the ship leave, Rebecca Hollowborne inside. “You let her live. Why?”

      He didn’t look to David as he asked the question, but stared upward, almost unable to believe what he was witnessing. The woman who had nearly ended everything, betrayed everyone, and killed him, was fleeing and with David’s permission.

      Rhett realized too late he should have been looking at David instead of the sky, that it might have been smarter to silence his mouth instead of asking questions.

      “Where’s Reinheld?” David asked.

      That got Rhett’s attention, the anger in David’s voice unable to hide. He looked down and momentarily forgot his own anger, because David’s eclipsed everything.

      “WHERE IS HE!”

      “On the beach,” Christine said.

      “Get him. Now.”

      Rhett stood and looked at David just outside the campsite. He knew what was coming, and he didn’t want to see it. “David, maybe just take a second—”

      “Now,” David said, the word itself a threat.

      Rhett looked down at his feet and nodded.

      He walked down to the beach, taking his time. He could have called Reinheld using his nanotech, but the longer he was able to keep him from David, the better this would turn out. It’s not that he really cared about what happened to Brinson, only that David shouldn’t be making the decision now. Not after what just happened with Rebecca. Rhett had heard the shouting, hair rising on his arms. He’d seen light glowing from the transport, sure that David was going to end her.

      It hadn’t happened, though. Instead, the traitorous bitch took off, and now David’s raw rage was looking for someone to take it out on.

      He finally found Reinheld. He was sitting alone; since promising his life for the infidel’s, he hadn’t spent much time around her—Rhett didn’t know how great of a strategy that was, but alas, Rhett wasn’t the one that made the promise.

      “David wants to see you.”

      Reinheld nodded as if he knew this was coming.

      The two stood and walked back across the beach, then up to the fire. Maybe 20 minutes had passed, but Rhett only needed to glance at David to understand time had done nothing to calm him.

      “What has she decided?” he asked as Reinheld stepped into the firelight.

      Rhett watched Reinheld almost whither under the Prophet’s glare. His eyes weren’t alight, but Rhett knew the man couldn’t handle this, let alone what came next.

      “I need more time,” he said.

      “You don’t have any more time,” David answered. “What’s her answer?”

      “It’s only been a day,” Reinheld said, Rhett barely able to believe the man was talking with how shaken his face looked. “I needed more time when I converted. I needed over a year. She needs the same.”

      David had been sitting, looking up at Reinheld. He stood now, and Rhett stared at his eyes, watching for the slightest twinkling of static. They remained quiet.

      “The Unformed will be here in only a few days. She has no more time. So tell me now, what’s her answer?”

      Reinheld looked at his feet but said nothing.

      “Bring her to me.”

      Rhett said nothing. He sort of felt for Reinheld and what was to come, but he had made the mistake. Not Rhett. Not David. He had put his life on the line for someone without the Blood, and now he would have to face the consequences of such an action. Yet, this was because of Rebecca, not Reinheld, nor even Brinson.

      He wasn’t going back down to the beach, though. He hadn’t seen the woman when he went looking for Reinheld, and David wouldn’t dare tolerate being made to wait longer.

      It’s Scoble, he said, his nanotech contacting hers. Come to the campsite.

      There was, of course, the chance the woman might run, but where could she really go? This island was small, and eventually she’d be found. Rhett sort of hoped she would run, though, as it would give David more time to calm down.

      Minutes passed and Rhett received no response.

      “She’s not answering.”

      David looked to Reinheld. “Where is she?”

      “I haven’t seen her since this afternoon.”

      David stepped forward then, passing by the two men and beyond the campsite toward the beach. “You call her,” he said to Reinheld.

      Rhett watched green pinpoints light up in Reinheld’s eyes. He was obeying, but Rhett had an idea that something was wrong here. Something beyond her simply hiding in the trees.

      His eyes remained green, five seconds turning into thirty, and Rhett knew he was talking to the woman.

      She’s gone, he thought, and you know exactly where she went.

      Rhett kept quiet. David’s back remained to them, and Christine only stared at Reinheld from where she sat.

      Finally, the green in his eyes faded.

      “She’s gone,” and his voice was death personified. “She went with your sister.”

      Rhett thought about stepping forward, about saying something to David, but there simply wasn’t time.

      Gray webs ripped from his eyes, circling back around him and wrenching hold of Reinheld before anyone else could even open their mouths. Rhett stared on, horrified, as David remained facing the ocean and the strands wrapped themselves around Reinheld’s neck. They lifted him 10 feet into the air, and he gasped for breath. He reached for the strands, trying to pull them away, but burning his hands the moment he touched them. Smoke rose into the sky as the man strangled above them all.

      “David,” Rhett said. “He has the Blood, David. He is of the Unformed.”

      Christine came to her feet, staring up at the dying man. Rhett looked to her for a single second, seeing horror across her face too.

      “This isn’t Stellan. There is no reason for this. The woman escaped because you fucking let Rebecca go. Had you killed her—”

      His words were cut off as gray strands leapt out at him. They took his neck as quickly and tightly as they had Reinheld’s, then hoisted him up. The two hung together, and just as Reinheld had tried, Rhett reached for the strands. Hot pain blazed across his hands and he pulled them away. He felt no heat on his neck, only the outside was burning.

      His lungs seized up, trying to find air, but his throat closed off from it.

      “David,” he said, his words barely above a whisper. “David, no.”

      “DAVID!” Christine shouted, Rhett barely able to see her rush toward the Prophet. “STOP!”

      Another web of light shot out and grabbed her, and she joined the two already hanging. The night grew quiet except for their stunted gasping.

      Rhett struggled against the chords, his hands back on them again, not caring if it burned, only trying to stop from dying. The smell of burning flesh filled his nose and his vision started blurring.

      “David,” he tried again, not knowing if the Prophet heard his words at all.

      His eyes were slowly closing, and his arms fell down to his sides. The panic was receding. The need to breathe deadening. He was slowly feeling better and better. Rhett couldn’t really even see the other people hanging with him, nor David below.

      It was okay.

      Everything would be just fiiiii—

      He hit the ground hard. He lay there, looking up at the branches and stars, breathing in haggard gasps, his vision slowly coming back to him. He didn’t look around, though. Didn’t even try to move—just lay there, his body and throat hurting, his lungs full of fire.

      Finally, after a minute or so, he sat up coughing. David wasn’t in front of the campsite, but further down on the beach. Rhett hacked roughly for a few seconds before he realized the other two were doing the same.

      He looked over at them, and their eyes were on him as well—pale terror gripping everyone.

      Never in Rhett’s life had David attacked him before.
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      Rachel Veritros had been riding just under the Unformed’s radar for a millennium, doing her absolute best to disrupt Its plans.

      After 1,000 years, she now found herself at a loss as to what she was watching. It wasn’t something she understood, nor did it make any logical sense. Veritros had recognized that her connection to the Unformed, and then Its connection to humanity, had allowed her to contact people. Only two—the Prophet’s sister and then this new girl. Nicki Sesam. Yet, logically that had made sense.

      Veritros had understood such reasoning.

      Now, though, she watched a world she didn’t understand. The young woman’s powers had always been strong; Veritros felt that from the beginning. Her engineered brain becoming active when the Unformed’s powers were flowing across Earth—the combination had created something special.

      But … this?

      Rachel Veritros stared on uncomprehendingly.

      She couldn’t step forward, something was blocking even her. She could do nothing but watch as Nicki existed in a world that sat between life and death.
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* * *

      The world, without any doubt, was in turmoil. Again, it had started to burn. Everyone—literally every single person alive—was aware and in the midst of it. Everyone besides Nicki Sesam.

      Nicki, for the first time since discovering the sight, had found happiness. Not total happiness, such a thing can’t actually exist; but for her, she was in a good place.

      She wasn’t wandering around in a daze. She knew what had happened, remembered it very clearly. The dark man staring at her with those gray eyes, the only thing about him actually alive. She remembered the fat man, the thin man, and her father. She hadn’t known what would happen in the end, when she pulled all that static back to her, but her last words to the dark man had been right.

      Let’s be done with it all.

      If they were forcing her to kill her father or herself, then they were simply forcing her to commit suicide.

      She had thought she might die, but she hadn’t been sure. She only knew there were two choices, to let the light continue on its path forward, or to bring it back. And since her father was there, she’d done the latter.

      Nicki knew she wasn’t inside her own head. This wasn’t some psychological trip, but rather a …

      And that’s where language broke down.

      Because it wasn’t a physical place, nor was it fully spiritual.

      She was in-between.

      It was the only phrase she could think to describe it, but then the natural question to ask from there was, in between what?

      She didn’t know, and she found herself okay with that.

      Not knowing, but still being safe, Nick found a sort of peace. Not the enraptured type of peace that she’d felt at that black, exploding border. It was closer to the peace she’d felt with her father, back in the Old World. Before all this started.

      Here, in this place, she wasn’t running from anything, nor chasing. For the first time in a long time, she was simply existing.

      Nicki stood on a road, right in the middle of it. The road was black and looked to be made of glass … with three lines of neon blue lights running through it. The sky above was the same neon blue, though dark—as if night had fallen on this in-between world. Nicki stood there for some time, looking at the place around her.

      It was a neighborhood, just like any she might have seen in the Old World, yet—except everything was made of that black glass, with different shades of neon lights running through it. Some pink, some orange, some green. It was beautiful, but slightly frightening too.

      Is it always night here?

      And Nicki had no real way of knowing if it was night … yet, that still felt correct.

      Nicki walked across the road, her feet silent on the black glass beneath her. She wondered what would happen if she threw a rock at any part of this place, whether the entire world would shatter and then she would simply fall forever.

      She moved from the road to the lawn of one of the houses. The grass was made of the same black glass, yet it bent beneath her feet, the same way real grass would. She knelt down and touched it, feeling its cool slickness. Nicki pulled at a blade, breaking it off. The glass shattered at the inflection point and tiny flecks dropped to the ground.

      They laid there for a minute, black on black, and then Nicki watched as the shattered pieces sunk into the glass beneath.

      Nicki stared for a second longer, enraptured by this place. She probably should have been frightened—would have been—if she hadn’t just left something much, much worse than a neon world.

      She stood and walked across the lawn to the house in front of her. The strips running through it glowed pink, shining and reflecting off of the glass building.

      She was halfway across the lawn when the door opened.

      A woman stepped out onto the stoop; she pulled the door partly closed behind her so that Nicki couldn’t see in, but she didn’t close it all the way.

      The woman—besides Nicki—appeared to be the only thing in this world not made of glass.

      Brown hair hung to her shoulders and something about her looked vaguely familiar, though Nicki didn’t think she’d actually seen her before. Perhaps she only saw familiarity in her because the rest of this world was so unfamiliar.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” the woman said.

      Nicki didn’t have a clue how to respond, so she asked, “How do you know?”

      “Where’s your house?”

      And Nicki almost laughed at the question, because it was too obvious and too easy. She didn’t have one, and if ownership in this neighborhood determined whether one belonged, then she didn’t.

      Nicki shook her head and looked at the black glass beneath her feet.

      “Is anyone looking to sell?” she asked, grinning.

      Nicki heard the door shut and looked up, half frightened the woman had gone back inside, but she was still standing there.

      “How did you get here? Did you die?”

      “Die?” Nicki asked, thinking about the question. “I don’t think so, but maybe.”

      “What do you remember?”

      Nicki smiled again, feeling more comfortable here with this strange woman in this strange land than she had in the past month. “It’s a lot to explain. But I remember it all. I don’t think I died.”

      “Then you definitely shouldn’t be here.”

      “Where is here?” Nicki asked.

      “There isn’t an official name,” the woman said, offering a smile for the first time. “I call it The Land of the Unjustly Killed, but that might just be my prerogative.”
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* * *

      Rachel Veritros watched, unsure what to do. She understood the danger on Earth, perhaps better than anyone else. Yet out here, looking in, Rachel could do nothing. She was only an observer, and the Union was growing close. The Prophet had survived, taking more of the Unformed’s power in exchange for more of his soul. His power was growing, and the only person who could challenge him was lost inside some world that Rachel didn’t understand, nor could she enter.

      So Rachel watched, looking for any sign of structural weakness in the outer boundaries of the world. Some place where she might be able to enter.

      And when the woman walked out of the house, she might have looked vaguely familiar to Nicki, but Rachel recognized her well. She knew the woman standing on the stoop.

      And suddenly, without any doubt, Rachel Veritros knew all was lost.
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* * *

      The woman walked out onto the black grass. The lawns sprawling the neighborhood were the only places without neon lights running through them, containing only that bendable black glass.

      “Were you unjustly killed?” Nicki asked.

      “When I first got here, I thought that was the case. That was a long time ago, though. Now, I guess it depends on who you ask.”

      Nicki heard another door open from across the street. She turned to it and a person poked their head out of the door. They looked at the two of them for a second and then quickly went back inside.

      “I think everyone knows you’re here.”

      “Why don’t they come out?”

      “They can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re not on their lawn,” the woman said, still looking at the neighbor’s house. “Had you shown up on their lawn, I would only be able to look at you, too.”

      “I don’t understand this place.”

      The woman smiled. “I don’t either. I guess I just sort of understand the rules, and have a few theories about them.” She looked at Nicki. “How did you get here? If you’re not dead, then that doesn’t really align with the rules.”

      “Are you dead?”

      “Almost 20 years now.”

      “You’ve been here the whole time?”

      The woman nodded, still looking at Nicki for an answer to her question.

      “I really don’t know,” Nicki said. “Something was happening, and then I reacted. I had a choice and I made one that I thought would kill me, but now I don’t think it did. Next thing I knew, I was standing on the road.” She turned and pointed.

      The woman stood silently for a moment, staring at where Nicki pointed.

      After a moment, she said, “Let’s go for a walk.”
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      Tidus was a bit like a King, at least sometimes he thought that, though he always (almost always) remembered who he served.

      He was only a King for the moment, that’s what he had to remember. In here, inside the Globe of One, his kingdom ruled. It was his mission to expand the borders, because even a King answered to God, and God most certainly was coming.

      “How much longer?” Tidus asked. He had asked it before, but forgotten the answer.

      The man in front of him only giggled.

      Tidus thought he had been in the Globe for a day. Maybe two, but that might be pushing it. The past grew hazy for Tidus, and he knew it hadn’t always been that way. His memory used to work, before they’d tossed him into the pit. Now, though, it was broken—like a lot of other things inside him.

      He remembered ships arriving at the pit, remembered them lowering to where he and others clung to the edge. He didn’t know what brought the ships, but it might have been the fact they were fucking swimming around the pits when they weren’t supposed to be moving.

      And when he thought about it, that was hilarious.

      He giggled.

      Without looking back, the man in front of him giggled too.

      It didn’t matter; Tidus wouldn’t be able to remember everything that happened before he got here, no matter how hard he tried. If it wasn’t for the Prophet, Tidus would have been lost—but the Prophet had given him purpose. He was to take this Globe, and kill everyone inside it.

      The first hour had been a free-for-all. They docked and people died by the thousands. No security forces had been able to get down far enough to stop them, so they finally blocked everything off. No swings worked on any of the floors Tidus now owned, and the doors moving upward had hardened so that no one could step through them. Tidus wasn’t certain, but he thought the doors and the pits were made of a similar substance.

      Though he doubted the doors drove people insane.

      He giggled.

      No, the people that lived here were perfectly fine, no broken synapses to be found in any of them!

      All of that might be true, but they didn’t have the Prophet on their side, and that’s why they would lose. Sane but not safe.

      Tidus—at this point in his life—would much rather be insane and safe.

      He didn’t know the name of the man in front of him, only that he had the Blood of the Touched, just like Tidus. Everyone that had come with him possessed the Blood, and all of them were … wait for it …

      As crazy as Tidus!

      Focus, focus, focus, he thought. Gotsta focus on what’s in front of you.

      The man in front of Tidus looked like some kind of cross between a human and an octopus, if the octopus had been made of gray static.

      Tidus almost giggled again at that, but forced it back down.

      The man sat in front of a large panel, ones and zeros running across at a rapid pace. His hands were on the glass panel, palms pressed down, though they were doing nothing. The work was being done by the static strands (Tentacles! Tidus’s mind tried to shout, nearly causing another giggle fit). They fanned out around his palms, lying lightly on the glass, somehow figuring out the codes that would force the doors to soften again.

      This was happening all across their current floor. Hundreds of people pressed against panels.

      Tidus didn’t have a clue how it worked, not any more than he did how the strands on his own hands had pulled him from the pit. If he wanted, he could walk up to that same panel and use his own tentacles (the word was just too damned funny), and they’d start cracking the code, too.

      The Prophet.

      That’s how this was happening.

      The Unformed.

      That’s all Tidus needed to know, and all he cared about anymore.

      That’s not true, he thought. You care about killing the people above you.

      He simply couldn’t help it then; he giggled.

      Because that was the truth, and the One Path be praised, the whole truth. He wanted to kill everyone in this Globe, and it wasn’t like before. This wasn’t a righteous war anymore. It wasn’t even about his father’s death, because they’d both taken up the black flag and gone to war. This was vengeance … because of what they’d done to him. Because they’d broken him, and at least some part of Tidus understood he would never be the same again.

      It didn’t matter. They were making progress, and that progress was speeding up, too. It took them six hours to break out of their first detainment on the third floor (though to be honest, the numbers were all really hazy for Tidus). Since then, they’d managed to go up 300 floors. Three hundred. They were halfway to the top, and though Tidus didn’t know exactly where the four Ministers were, he knew they’d eventually be found.

      No one was leaving this place.

      The Prophet had made sure of that, and the Unformed blessed him for such.

      A shudder went through the door to the left of the panel, and Tidus grinned. The door was open, and most likely, 50 more floors were open with it. They just needed to hurry before a new code was inserted into the programming.

      A beam shot through the door.

      Tidus looked to his left. One of his brothers stood looking down at his stomach, a large patch of blood spreading quickly over his clothing. The gray strands hanging from his hands faded out of existence.

      He’s dead, Tidus thought, stifling another giggle.

      There were armed forces on the other side of the doors now, but that was fine. Tidus was looking forward to it.
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* * *

      Yule opened his eyes and looked across the large room. General Spyden had just entered.

      Yule had been praying, though unsure exactly what he was asking of God. He didn’t understand this world any longer, not what he saw on the large glass windows next to him, nor the information coming to them from outside.

      The Black had returned.

      The Globe of One was under attack, and after all the Ministers had commanded their armies be sent here, their own Ministries had exploded. The Black’s adherents rose up yet again, no longer running, but fighting with the same ruthlessness they’d shown weeks before.

      That was what Yule’s prayer had consisted of, mainly.

      God, has the Black returned?

      Has it really?

      Unable to believe it, and from Spyden’s current countenance, perhaps their own deaths were growing nearer as well.

      “Another 200 floors have fallen, Your Grace,” she said, not glancing to the other three people in the room. “They’re breaching them quicker now, with each floor they manage to break through, they crack code for nearly 100 more.”

      Yule looked to Trinant. The woman was staring at the massive windows, watching their silent movies. The images on them changed from time to time, the cameras moving to where action could be seen. It was always the same, though, and Yule had quit watching. The people with static clinging to their hands killing everyone they saw, and savagely. Sometimes kicking in their skulls instead of using the weapon in their hand.

      Once in a while, a One Path faithful would kill one of theirs, and the First Priest always shouted when he saw it, as if his team had scored a point—momentarily forgetting the overall score.

      The First Priest never stopped watching the windows.

      “How far away are the reinforcements?” Trinant asked.

      “The Old World should be here in 12 hours. The True Faith and Constant Ministries are 18 hours out yet,” the General said.

      Yule and Benten had given the general permission to marshal their forces. Yule had let his own generals know that she was in charge, and to follow her orders. There wasn’t time for bickering, though the First Priest somehow found some. It’d taken him 10 minutes to agree to hand the reigns over.

      Yule honestly wasn’t sure this man was an improvement from the High Priest. Just a different sort of crazy. It seemed to breed from the True Faith. Perhaps it was all those years underground.

      That’s not fair, his mind chastised. You know two of them; judge not, that you not be judged.

      “How long before the attackers reach us? The Black’s followers?” Trinant asked.

      “At their current pace, they’ll be here within the next 10 hours, but we’re attempting something new,” the general answered. “We’re drastically changing the codes used to seal off the floors.”

      Trinant looked from the window to Spyden. “What do you mean?”

      “Our security is based off a binary system right now. We’re going to insert a dual-binary system.”

      “What will that do?” Yule asked, only knowing that it sounded like they were doubling something.

      “It should make their code cracks about four times as difficult to achieve.”

      “So that’ll give us two days?” Trinant asked.

      “In a perfect world. Our modeling shows that they adapt quickly to the code, though. If that adaptation holds constant, we’re looking at 20 hours.”

      “The reinforcements will be here, but we still need a plan to get them inside,” Trinant said. “How is our own military holding up inside?”

      “We’ve lost approximately half of our soldiers.”

      Trinant nodded. “Civilians?”

      “Impossible to say accurately, Your Grace,” the general said. “A large proportion on every floor. Some are in hiding, but not many.”

      “How prepared are we if they make it here?” the First Priest interrupted.

      The general didn’t look to him until Trinant did. Yule glanced at Benten, and the Minister’s face appeared as disgusted as the other two.

      “We’ll be as prepared as every other floor,” the general said before turning back to her Minister.

      “Thank you,” Trinant said. “Update us at your convenience or whenever necessary.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Spyden said and then exited the room.

      Yule stood up and walked across the office, staring at the windows.

      “They’re wild,” he said. “Like animals. Look at that one. She’s laughing.”

      Blood was splattered across her right cheek, dark red against pale skin. She appeared to be dragging a dead body, just pulling it by its leg, the static strands on her arm wrapped around the ankle. Laughing the entire way.

      “The Black has never done this before,” Yule said.

      “It’s not the Black,” Trinant said. “It’s us. The One Path.”

      The Pope turned around. “What do you mean?”

      “Have you heard of our detention centers?”

      The First Priest looked over as well. “Is that where the High Priest is?”

      Trinant kept looking at Yule. “Yes. The civilian population calls them the pits. We house specific criminals in the detention center here, but for the majority of the population, they’re placed in massive containers. Each ‘center’ contains a liquid, though I think the technical terminology is pentium carcerem. We can do different things with this liquid, depending on the criminals housed inside.”

      She broke away from Yule’s stare, turning her face to the windows. Trinant was quiet for a moment. She was pale, a Minister frightened when she was supposed to be the most protected person in the entire territory.

      “We use a dosage which ensures they lose their minds,” she finally said.

      “Why?”

      “Revenge. For the amount of people they killed. For all of those faithful they butchered. They threw them from buildings, Yule. Their bodies were obliterated when they hit the ocean below. Justice would have been to make them remain in the pits forever, slowly going insane. Not even knowing their own names.”

      Trinant didn’t look at him as she spoke, but watched the product of her actions.

      Yule turned and watched it too.

      We, the most religious, created this, he thought. God, have mercy on us. Please, have mercy on all of us.
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* * *

      Yule went to Daniel, though Spyden advised him not to. It would be harder to protect him if the attackers somehow broke through. She offered an escort as well, but Yule denied it. He felt sick to his stomach, and sitting in that room with those other three was only worsening it.

      The people marching toward them, gray strands dripping from their hands and their minds broken … The Black hadn’t done that. The One Path had.

      Yule needed some time away from it all--to simply gather his thoughts, if nothing else.

      Daniel was on the same floor, though it took him 10 minutes to get there. Guards were posted all over the place—Yule noticing that as their rank decreased, more men were visible.

      Daniel was sitting in the room’s only chair, Yule’s small Bible open in front of him.

      “How bad is it?” he asked, looking up as Yule entered.

      Yule had been in contact with him over the past day, updating him as he could. The man had calmed some, though the Pope didn’t think Daniel would ever be exactly friendly.

      Nor should he, given what the Church has done to him.

      “It’s worse,” he said, sitting down on the bed. “They’re 200 floors beneath us now.”

      “Any good news?”

      “Well, all religion might be wiped out within the next day or two, and you might consider that good.” Yule smiled as he said it, though nothing similar crossed Daniel’s face.

      “Is that what you see yourself as? How you see the four Ministers? You embody religion?”

      Yule, forgetting his title and propriety, laid back on Daniel’s bed and looked up at the ceiling. “No, Daniel. I was only kidding. Religion didn’t start with any of us, nor will it end if we perish. Religion will continue because God wants it to be so.”

      The two were quiet for a few minutes, the Pope preferring this man’s company to the Ministers’.

      “It’s the Black?” Daniel asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How did It come back? Its weapon is dead.”

      “We don’t know,” Yule said. “We don’t know a lot about this. But it’s happening everywhere. They waited until our forces were en route here, and then attacked.”

      “Do you think It’ll win?”

      Yule recognized that was the first question Daniel had asked him in which he actually cared about the Pope’s thoughts. Yule remained where he was, not wanting to disrupt whatever had made him ask it. The Pope didn’t hear any fear in his voice—in fact, Daniel seemed more okay with what was happening here than he had anything else since Yule knew him.

      Because his daughter’s not involved.

      “I don’t know.” He paused for a second, thinking he should say something else, but then only repeating it. “I really don’t know.”

      He heard Daniel flip the page in the Bible.

      “What are you reading?”

      Daniel chuckled. “Genesis.”

      “Why?”

      “Just the ridiculousness of it all. God breathing life into dirt and then creating more life out of a rib. Name these animals. Don’t eat that fruit. It just sounds crazy when you look at it objectively; I’ve always thought so, but have never really been able to say it before. Now it doesn’t matter.”

      “Not finding any solace?” the Pope asked.

      “No. Only distraction.”

      Yule sat up. “Your attitude has changed over the past day. Why? I understand Nicki isn’t in danger with any of this, but why the … calm? You and I may very well die within the next few hours. I don’t begrudge you your attitude; I’m only curious.”

      Daniel didn’t look up from the Bible. “If she’s really lost, then I’m okay with dying. I’ve been full of anger since this all started, but if there’s no way to find her, then I’m not going to waste my last few hours hating the Church. Hating you. It would mean you all win.”

      In front of him, Yule saw the Old World’s version of those battling up from the bottom of this globe. Perhaps Daniel wasn’t insane, full of hate instead. Even now, calm as he was, it was the hate that made him so. Yule didn’t understand how religion could inspire such love, yet also such hate … such violence.

      Yes you do, you fool.

      “Religion has created a lot of good in this world,” he said, not truly knowing if he was talking to himself or Daniel. He only paused for a moment, knowing that Daniel would interrupt to argue if given the opportunity. “But it’s also done some of the most evil things imaginable. In that book you’re reading, examples of both proliferate throughout. In the end, Daniel, it’s not religion that is good or bad, but people. We can do what we want with what God has given us. We can use it to help and grow selfless, to put others before ourselves. Or, we can take the words in that book and use them to conquer. To kill. I won’t even say twist the words, because we don’t have to twist very hard to make it so.”

      He did pause then, looking at his black shoes.

      “God is real, Daniel. Nothing you can ever say will convince me otherwise. He exists and He loves us. But I believe He recognizes our imperfections. And because He is God, He has to turn away from the evil in man. People will say that God is cruel, but that’s not true. Man is cruel. It wasn’t God that did anything to your daughter, but it was the Church. I’ll grant you that, because the Church is nothing but man using God’s words as he desires. If you want to hate man, go ahead, Daniel. I can’t stop you, nor would I even try. Man has earned his hate. I would caution you on hating God, though. To hate God is to hate choice in itself, and to hate the part of that choice that allows you to love Nicki so.”

      The Pope stood and went to the door. He stopped at it.

      “I guess, maybe I would even caution you about hating man, too, though. Recognize us for what we are, but if God can love us, then surely there is good here, too. Because God loves your daughter, whether or not you want to believe it. You hate the bad, and you love the good, but in this world, the two often walk hand in hand.”
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      Raylyn sat silently in the back of the transport.

      She didn’t know where she was going, nor what she was doing.

      And maybe, just maybe, she had sold her soul. Not to some Prophet or false god, but sold it all the same. Because she was alone in the back of the transport, the man she loved left behind on some island. And who was the person with her in this transport, sitting up front? The weapon’s sister.

      Raylyn would have laughed if she hadn’t been so close to crying, because life no longer made sense. Everything she had believed in a month ago was gone, and everything she had possessed, trashed. And now, the only person she had loved was going to die.

      Because she hadn’t been willing to take the Blood.

      When the Prophet first approached the beach, Raylyn had walked away. She had an idea of what was to come, and to be near it was to invite death. So she had left and listened to the lunatic’s ranting and raving at his sister.

      Eventually though, he had left, and Raylyn saw Rebecca Hollowborne still standing. No static wrapping around her, no life threatening wounds.

      The weapon didn’t return, and Raylyn found her feet moving across the sand, heading toward Hollowborne. She still stood in the transport, not yet moving.

      The conversation had been quick.

      “I’m not taking any of his Blood,” Raylyn told her.

      “Get in, then,” Rebecca said. “Otherwise you’re going to die.”

      Raylyn had looked at Hollowborne for only a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity. Because in that moment, she decided what mattered: her life or Manor’s.

      No, her mind spat at her. No, that’s not true and you know it. That’s not fair. It wasn’t your life or his. It was your life or the Prophet’s. That’s what this was about. Manor could have given it up, told you he would go wherever you wanted, but he didn’t did he? No, he sat there on that beach and tried to convince you. Raylyn, there was no choice of your life and his, it was your life or the weapon’s, and there’s no choice in that.

      You can’t trade one false god for another, not for anyone in this world.

      Manor had contacted her shortly after she left, and Raylyn hadn’t lied. She could have ignored him, could have told him anything or nothing, but she told him the truth.

      I left with his sister.

      And he’d said nothing in return. Stunned silence, because both of them knew what it meant.

      Tears sprang to Raylyn’s eyes as she thought of it now. She stood up, forcing the memory away. She couldn’t keep dwelling on it, because it only brought her to a single truth: she left, and Manor would die because of it.

      She reached up and wiped at her eyes, then walked to the front of the transport.

      “Where are we going?”

      It was the first thing she’d said since getting in.

      “To the One Path,” Hollowborne answered.

      Raylyn stepped over the small barrier separating the front from the back and sat down in the open seat. “Why?”

      “Mainly because I don’t know where else to go. But, that’s where the girl was heading, and so that’s where I’m going too.”

      “What girl?”

      Hollowborne looked over at her. “You don’t know?”

      Raylyn shook her head.

      “There’s a girl, a young woman really,” Hollowborne said, “and she’s like David. I don’t know how, not really, but that’s why we were in the One Path. It’s the reason we were in the One Path when you found him, because we were intercepting her.”

      Raylyn leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes and trying to take it all in. “There was a transport we were following, and we were supposed to protect it,” she said.

      “That transport was what we were after.”

      The two were quiet for a few seconds and then Raylyn said, “This is going to take me a minute to understand. Why would we go to her? Why do you care?”

      “I don’t know where else to go. You can’t feel it, but David has started the Summoning again. People are dying in every Ministry right now, and he’s surely going to head to the Nile River.”

      “I’m still not getting this. Why would you go to her?”

      “Because I think she might be the only person that can stop him. The Ministries are useless at this point. They can’t do anything, and I’m not sure they ever could. I might have underestimated him, and the Unformed, because I really thought he was dead.”

      Raylyn opened her eyes and looked to the woman next to her. “You’re still going to try and stop him?”

      “It’s the only thing I can do,” Hollowborne said.

      “Why are you different? What happened to change you? You say your blood still itches, because you swore yourself to him. Why are you the only one that wants to stop him?”

      “You True Faith people really like learning about David, don’t you?” Hollowborne asked. “Your Priest had me talking for hours and hours about him. Now you’re wanting to know more.”

      “Not about him,” Raylyn said. “About you.”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      Raylyn laughed and looked out the window to her right. Ocean lay beneath her and clouds above. Their ascent was slow and winding. “After all this … I’m not sure you could say anything that would surprise me.”
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* * *

      Rebecca didn’t want to tell her; she’d let the woman get in the transport, but that was only because death awaited her on that island. The woman was still an infidel, someone who spent her entire life worshiping at a shrine made to a false god.

      Rebecca wasn’t even moved that the woman had risked her life to save them.

      You two belong with each other, she thought. She gave up her lover, and you gave up your brother.

      Brinson was staring out the window to the right, perhaps waiting on Rebecca to speak, or perhaps she’d given up on it.

      Why would I tell her anything?

      Why wouldn’t you? For better or worse, you two are together now; there isn’t a whole lot of time before the world ends, if you’re being honest.

      “Everyone talks about truth,” Rebecca said softly. “David, Rhett, the Ministries. I’m sure your Priests talk about it, too. Everyone thinks they know truth, that if you just follow or listen to what they’re saying, then it will all work out. You’ll be safe. The people you love will be safe. And then there’s an afterlife waiting, where you’ll get everything you ever desired. That is the basis of the truth people talk about. David is no different. When the Unformed arrives, everything will be great for those that followed him. And I believed it.”

      Rebecca felt Brinson’s eyes on her now, no longer looking out the window.

      “Maybe there is truth. I don’t know. What I do believe, though, is that if any truth exists, it isn’t happily ever after. There’s no savior. There’s no life after death. There’s only what we can do for ourselves. And she showed me that.”

      Seconds passed with Rebecca saying nothing, then Brinson whispered, “Who?”

      A small laugh—more of a hitch—rose in Rebecca’s throat. “This is where you won’t believe me. No one would, except maybe David, but I couldn’t tell him.”

      She paused again, and in that silence, decided to go ahead.

      “Rachel Veritros.”

      Neither spoke for nearly 30 seconds, then Brinson said, “You’re right, I don’t believe you.”

      Rebecca burst out laughing—real, hard laughter. She kept going and then Brinson joined in, as much nervous tension being released as humor, but it didn’t matter. Tears came to Rebecca’s eyes and she didn’t even try wiping them away. She just kept laughing, finally feeling good, if only for a few seconds.

      When the laughter died, Rebecca was breathing harder, and so was Brinson.

      “Well, it was Rachel Veritros that told me what I had to do,” she said, still smiling, though at the mention of the woman’s name, the entire transport grew serious. Rebecca understood what kind of feelings Veritros caused in people of any faith—any besides David’s. She was a monster, and to even speak of her could mean ostracism, if not outright death.

      “I guess I’ll keep talking,” she said. “You don’t have to believe it, but I’m already this far along. It was a few years ago, though now it feels like lifetimes. I was only 24 or 25 then, and David’s numbers were growing rapidly. Our numbers back then. It seemed like a new transport was delivering people to the compound weekly, and David was different then too. The anger he has now, it was there, but not omnipresent. Things were … lighter, I guess, even if the situation we dealt with wasn’t.

      “The Prophet, whether Abby, Veritros, or David, can always remember the exact moment when the Unformed first comes to them. It’s the same for me with Veritros.”

      Rebecca looked over at Brinson, wanting to see how critical her face was. She was leaning back against the opposite door, her brow furrowed, but it didn’t appear to be in condemnation … or any accusation of insanity.

      “A transport had been arriving, another five people joining the compound. I was out on the platform, ready to welcome them. David was there, Rhett and Christine, too. His entire inner circle, because it was important to make them realize that they had finally arrived home. Five people exited the transport, and other members of the compound went to take their bags. Five. That’s all that had come, and yet I saw a sixth. She didn’t move off the transport, wasn’t walking toward us like the rest. She remained standing on it, behind the other five and looking at none of them. She was staring right at me.

      “There are pictures of Veritros. I don’t know if you’ve seen them, but they exist, and I’d seen them over the years. I never doubted for a second who I was looking at. Rachel Veritros stood in that transport and was staring right at me.

      “I looked over at David, then, but he was walking forward already, going to meet his followers. I looked back at the transport, sure she’d be gone and that I had hallucinated the whole thing. She wasn’t gone, though; she was still standing there staring at me.”

      Rebecca closed her eyes, seeing the woman as if she stood in front of her now.

      “She was beautiful. The world talks about her as a killer, and maybe she was, but she was also one of the most beautiful women to ever live. I was almost stunned by it … I opened my mouth to call David’s name, and that’s when she spoke to me.”
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* * *

      Rebecca had stood with her mouth open, her tongue flexed against the roof of her mouth to form the word David, and then Veritros spoke.

      No.

      A single word that didn’t venture from a mouth, but rather landed in Rebecca’s mind like a raindrop. A single one, bringing with it a freeze that all the winters in the history of the world couldn’t match.

      Rebecca stopped, uttered not a single word, but only stood staring at the transport.

      Veritros stepped off, just behind the crowd of people now meeting David and everyone else. Rebecca was alone, having not ventured forward at all.

      Veritros shook her head, and Rebecca somehow knew what it meant. Don’t speak of me. Don’t say a word. Not now, nor ever. Just know that I’m here.

      And then Veritros walked forward, around the crowd. She was heading into the compound and Rebecca’s head turned as she passed by, Veritros giving her no grin, no acknowledgement at all. She simply moved across the platform.

      Rebecca turned completely and watched as the woman entered the door, disappearing as it closed behind her. Rebecca stood there, unable to move nor believe what she’d just seen. It wasn’t possible, yet there she was, turned around with her back to the arriving group, wondering what had just happened.

      She nearly turned around and said something, but the word came back to her.

      No.

      It was spoken like David himself had said it, with no possibility of questioning or not obeying. It was spoken as if from the mouth of a Prophet.

      Rebecca did turn around, but she said nothing. She moved to the group and went through the motions, barely managing smiles and not remembering a single thing she heard or said.

      Eventually she went back into the compound, her head swiveling left and right, looking for some sign of the ghost she’d just seen.

      Ghost.

      The word sat in her mind, a word she hadn’t thought in years and years—not since she and David were children. It was a word she didn’t believe in, nor would any other rational adults.

      Then what else was it? What else did you see out there?

      A hallucination.

      Days passed and Rebecca saw nothing. She met with David, with Rhett, with Christine. She went through her routine as usual, the planning and execution a constant day-in/day-out thing. The preparation for what was to come. Yet, she couldn’t fully focus, because she couldn’t shake what she’d seen in the transport. And even if she’d been able to, just dismiss it as a hallucination or some trick of light or her being tired—she couldn’t deny the word.

      No.

      Unmovable and unbreakable.

      At dusk on the third day, Rachel Veritros came to Rebecca Hollowborne again.

      Rebecca had ventured out to the platform on her floor, walking to the edge. She was alone, at least on this platform, though she knew people were above and below her. She was trying to put what she’d seen behind her, wanting to quit thinking about it and to focus on the tasks given her.

      I’m going to tell David, she thought, hoping that if she got it out in the open, the whole thing would disappear. She’d be mocked a bit, but then realize how stupid her entire thinking was on the subject.

      The voice spoke again, the exact same word. No.

      Rebecca didn’t move, only stared out over the platform, looking at the SkyLight in the distance slowly growing darker, preparing for night.

      You’re not real, she thought, not knowing if she was conversing with herself or an actual other being.

      You know me, the voice said. The words—their phrasing—were short, as if conserving energy.

      Rebecca shook her head, thinking, This isn’t possible. I’m losing my mind. I’m going insane, right here on this platform.

      No, it said again, with more force, silencing Rebecca in a way that only David had done before.

      Rebecca stood silently, not thinking nor moving. She stared, because it felt like the voice was struggling to communicate with her. Despite the strength the words delivered, nothing about this felt easy. Rebecca didn’t know what to do, but she knew the voice wasn’t hers—or if it was, then it was some separate part of her mind, blocked off to her, and she truly had gone insane.

      Listen, it said finally.

      And Rebecca did.
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* * *

      “At first,” Rebecca said, “it hadn’t been about stopping David at all. It wasn’t traitorous in any way, listening to that voice. It was reverential.”

      She looked across the transport to Brinson, trying to see if she understood. Brinson nodded a couple of times.

      Of course she gets it. If anyone in this crazy world understands anything, it’s reverence for myths.

      “Over time, though, she told me her truth.”

      “But not the truth?” Brinson asked.

      “Only hers, but like all truth, some of it was right.”

      A few seconds passed and Rebecca thought she knew the question Brinson wanted to ask, but also that she was afraid to.

      “You want to know what she said, right? What could make me turn on the Blood flowing through my veins? What could make me believe my brother must die?”

      Brinson looked away, out the front window. “I do, and I don’t. I’m … I’m struggling even to believe it happened. You were right about that. How? How could someone dead 1,000 years contact you?”

      “I don’t know for sure. The communication with her is never … thorough. But, I don’t think the Prophets die like you and I do. I think their connection with the Unformed brings them back to It. I think David will go there eventually, too.”

      “Okay,” Brinson said, still looking forward. “Tell me what she said.”

      “That’s the let down. She told me the same thing everyone is already scared of. The Unformed doesn’t care about us, about the human species. It doesn’t truly care about Earth or this universe, only that its own habitat is about to be pushed out of existence. This is only survival for It, and when the Union happens, we’ll be discarded. In all honesty, I’m not sure anything in this universe will survive the Union. I don’t understand the physics. Perhaps It simply replaces our universe, and everything in it. I don’t know.”

      She paused, thinking.

      “The point is that It doesn’t care about us. That we’re being used. That in all likelihood, It looks at us like insects, because that’s what we are in comparison. Unthinking creatures that react on instinct and habit. Like I said, this isn’t revolutionary. It’s something any thinking person would ask—what is this creature going to do when It gets here. What are we bringing here?”

      Rebecca’s eyes narrowed as the crux of the whole thing came to her.

      “David won’t stop. No one beneath him will either. Rhett wants me dead, and I was closer to him than I was even to David. When Veritros laid it out for me, why she lost, I didn’t have a choice. That’s what the Ministries don’t teach, what they might not even know. Veritros lost because she realized all of this at the last moment. She recognized that this thing we worship would only destroy us. At best, it might simply absorb us like it did her.

      “She was special, though. If David were to realize all of this right now, I still don’t think he’d stop. She saw it and ended the Union. She chose death and that humanity—that the universe—kept going. David wouldn’t. He’s obsessed. He’d kill everything for his union.”

      She looked at Brinson, eyes still narrowed.

      “And don’t you judge him for it. Because that’s the whole damned point. Every one of us, myself included, were ready to give our lives and the lives of everyone we knew for something we didn’t understand, something we hadn’t met. All because It did what? Gave David some powers? Showed him some things he hadn’t seen before? Is it any different with you, though?”

      Brinson said nothing, looking uncomfortable at the anger running through Rebecca.

      “It’s not,” she continued. “It’s not different with any of you. Your God makes you feel peaceful, that someone loves you; that there is something waiting for you when you die. When you go to service, and you send those little coins into the air and your nanotech amplifies the group think? Is that so different? The only real difference is that there’s no evidence of Corinth, or the Old World’s God for that matter. Yet, all of you give everything to it, the same as we did. And until days ago, you were the same. So don’t you judge David. Don’t you dare.”

      Rebecca looked forward.

      “We’re all just pack animals, looking for someone to serve. Something that loves us.”

      She quit talking, having had no idea that she would go on for so long. She felt exhausted and realized that she had never said all of that to someone. Never laid it out in such a fashion, and truthfully never thought she would.

      She didn’t look over, not having the energy to meet the woman’s eyes again. Rebecca didn’t care if she was being judged, what did something that simple matter anymore? The world was about to end, and Rebecca was flying a transport to a woman who might be dead, and even if she wasn’t, Rebecca didn’t have the first clue how to find her.

      “He’s still going to try the Union?” Brinson asked. “That’s still his plan?”

      “As long as there is breath in David, he’ll keep going. He knows no other way.”

      Both were quiet for a few seconds, and then Brinson said, “I might be able to find out where she was. It depends on if the True Faith has locked me out. If the world is burning like you say, I’m probably an afterthought. Give me a minute.”

      Rebecca saw her eyes turn green as her nanotech connected. Rebecca leaned back in her own chair and closed her eyes. She wanted to sleep forever, didn’t truly know why she was even continuing on.

      Maybe it was because of Veritros. It would be easy to quit, just sit it out and let fate have its say. Earth had managed to win the previous two times, perhaps they would now as well.

      But Veritros. She hadn’t quit. She had nearly destroyed the world, and then went to a hell Rebecca wouldn’t want to imagine, an isolation that lasted for eternity. Yet, she kept going—she was the reason Rebecca had been able to break out of the Unformed’s cult.

      And maybe Veritros was still trying, somewhere. Somehow.

      Not maybe. The same as David will create this Union if blood flows through his heart, Veritros will try to stop it. If she still exists, she’s still trying.

      “I’ve got a last known location,” Brinson said. Rebecca opened her eyes and looked over. She looked troubled. “It’s … there’s more happening than I can understand. Even while we were escaping, something was happening.” Her eyes lit green as she continued talking. “I’m inputting the coordinates, and then I’m going to see how much more I can find out.”

      “Okay,” Rebecca said, leaning back in her chair. The transport would take them to the location; she didn’t know what was happening in the world around her, but she doubted it could be worse than what she already knew.

      Rebecca Hollowborne would find out shortly how very wrong she was.
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      Perhaps the only person on the planet that held Rachel Veritros in the esteem she deserved was Rebecca Hollowborne. It mattered not to Veritros, though. She was without ego, and perhaps at such a point, one ceases being a part of the human species. Maybe it is our ego that makes us human, but Veritros was past the point of caring about that either.

      Yet, Veritros still cared deeply for humanity, and as she watched Nicki walking around that black lawn with a woman that should not be there—that should not even exist—her rage grew. Rage not driven by ego, which is an almost impossible thing for a person to understand, but rather by the impending doom rushing toward all of humanity.

      All of Earth.

      All of the universe.

      Veritros screamed at the world Nicki Sesam inhabited, berated it with all her force of will—knowing that by doing so, she was possibly alerting the Unformed.

      There was no other choice. The time of waiting was gone, the time of action here … and quickly running out.

      Locked outside, for the first time in her life, Rachel Veritros found herself unable to do something. Even when waiting inside the Unformed, she had been able to hide and plan.

      Here, she raged, but it came to nothing.

      Nicki Sesam walked along the edge of the glass made lawn and she spoke words Rachel couldn’t hear, but words that surely meant death for everyone.
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* * *

      “Why can’t we leave the yard?” Nicki asked.

      “I don’t understand why, I only know those are the rules.”

      The two women were walking slowly, but they weren’t leaving the property. They walked the edge of it, and when they came to a corner, they simply turned and continued the outline of her yard.

      “What’s your name?” Nicki said.

      “Laurel. Yours?”

      “Nicki.”

      “You don’t seem very worried about getting out of here, Nicki,” Laurel said.

      Nicki watched her feet roll over the black grass. “Neither do you.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever leave, but I belong here. You don’t.”

      Nicki nodded, understanding completely. She should have been terrified at what was happening around her, but this was the most peace she’d had in a month. She smiled at the thought. “I’m not sure I belong anywhere, anymore.”

      “You’re from the Old World?”

      Nicki nodded. “How did you know?”

      “We know our own,” Laurel said. “If I were you, though, I would seriously consider how you got here, and how you can get out. This isn’t some place you want to be.”

      “Why?”

      Now the woman chuckled. “Look around. That house I just came out of? I’m going to stay in it until something decides I can leave, and if that doesn’t happen, I’m going to stay in it forever.” She pointed at the yard across the street. “Someone lives in there, but I’ll never be able to talk to them. Someone lives in each of the houses lining this street, but I’ll never speak to any of them.”

      “Why?” Nicki asked again. “I just saw them come out of their house. Even if you can’t leave the yard, can’t you shout to them?”

      Laurel shook her head. “I can shout, but no words will make their way across the street. There is no communication in this place; we can see each other, but we’re kept separate. I doubt what they see even resembles what I see.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think this place is just a warped reflection of my mind. What I used to know. These houses? The street? That’s all things I know from the Old World. Sure, the black glass and neon lights are different. I’m not sure where they come from, but I doubt that everyone here grew up in the Old World. I imagine some people are seeing this as huge towers descending from the Earth’s surface.”

      Nicki nodded, looking around, but not fully understanding. It wasn’t the concepts that were hard, just the possibility of any of this. “You haven’t … I don’t know … lost your mind? Being alone in a place like this?”

      “Who can really say? I don’t think I have, and I’ve thought on it for a while. I think whatever created this, whatever put me here, it keeps the occupants from losing their minds. The people I see across the street sometimes, they don’t look crazy either. We’re in a very controlled environment, and I think that control extends to our minds as well.”

      “What is it? What is this place, then?”

      Laurel smiled and looked at the ground. “It’s the greatest irony of my life … Are you Catholic, Nicki?”

      “I was. I don’t know anymore.”

      “I grew up hating the Catholic Church. I grew up hating all four Ministries, to be honest. I didn’t believe in any of them, or what they said, all the way up to my death. Yet, the longer I live in here, and the more I think about it, the more I think I’m sitting in purgatory.”

      Nicki stopped walking. The woman took another step or two, and then stopped as well. “You don’t like that answer?”

      Nicki hadn’t been sure about God up until this moment. She’d grown to hate Catholicism, but that didn’t automatically lead to God not existing. Yet, now …

      “There isn’t a God, and so that means there isn’t purgatory.”

      “You seem pretty confident in that,” Laurel said.

      “Outside of here, back on Earth, there are things happening that no God would allow. Things the Bible never spoke about. There are things more powerful than God.”

      Laurel turned around and looked at the young lady. “You know people have been saying those same ideas since long before I was born, right? That things happen on Earth that God would never allow, and if he did allow them, then he wasn’t God. Those aren’t new arguments.”

      “You don’t understand. This isn’t like a hurricane killing a thousand people. It’s the Black. It’s returned, and so has Its weapon.”

      The woman’s face grew concerned and she looked out across the street. She stared for a few seconds, and then she relaxed again. She smiled, still not turning back to Nicki. “For a second there, that really bothered me. You always hear about the Black, but almost no one ever experiences it. I think this would only be the third time, yet the Ministries build it up to be some huge, all encompassing evil—”

      “It is,” Nicki interrupted. “It is evil.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think that disproves God.”

      “God wouldn’t allow something like that to exist. Millions were killed. I ….” Nicki paused, having no idea where to begin to tell her story. “No. Just no. There isn’t a God and this place isn’t purgatory.”

      Laurel nodded. “I never believed in God until I got here. This street, this house … they have a funny way of making you think differently, though.”

      “If it is purgatory, how are you here? You didn’t believe.”

      “That’s true,” Laurel said, keeping her eyes across the street. “I wouldn’t even have called myself an atheist, because that was too much belief for me. I rejected all labels. But, I’m not sure that’s the worst thing a person can do. I know what the Church teaches, probably what most other Ministries teach, too, but I don’t believe it anymore. Because I’m here, and something brought me here. I’ve been waiting, and waiting, and now you’re here.”

      She turned away from the street and back to Nicki.

      “Which means something brought you here. It brought me here for a reason, and I imagine it did the same for you, too.”

      “What’s your reason?”

      “Well, if this is purgatory, it’s to pay for my non-belief. Once I’ve paid, maybe I’ll be granted heaven.”

      “What if it’s hell?” Nicki asked. “You’re perpetually kept from any human contact, forever? What if this is God’s punishment?”

      Laurel shook her head. “I’ve thought about that, too, but I don’t think it adds up. Hell would mean I’d have some deep longing, or perhaps like you said, I’d go insane. But none of that’s happening. I think that I can’t talk with anyone, because without God’s presence, humanity loses all ability to have contact. I think this place is separate from God, and the Devil—or whatever you want to call that. This place is a waiting room, and God won’t venture into it. And without him here, there’s simply an inability to actually … communicate.” Laurel shook her head. “If you had told my former self any of this, I would have called you delusional.”

      Nicki didn’t know how to respond. It all sounded like more nonsense, the same type of stuff the Church had peddled to her for years. She’d bought it all back then, but she wasn’t going to now. She didn’t care if she was lost in some other dimension, or if she simply sat inside her mind making all this up, she wasn’t going to start believing in bullshit anymore.

      “What I really want to know,” Laurel said, “is why you’re here, though. I’ve been here for years without speaking to anyone, and now you’re here, on my yard. Something put me here, and something put you here, too. There’s a reason for it.”

      Nicki shook her head. “I put myself here. Somehow.”

      The woman laughed and turned around, her arms spread at her sides. “Look at this place. It’s separate from everything. No one puts themselves here.” She brought her arms down. “There’s a reason, even if you don’t want to believe it. The good thing is, all we have here is endless time. So tell me about what happened to you, and maybe we can figure out why you’re here … because you don’t belong, and I don’t think you’re supposed to stay here forever.”
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      Rhett opened his eyes and blinked a few times. The sun was up, and as he swallowed, fire lit down his throat. Brief panic bloomed in his chest, his mind not understanding why he should feel such pain, and then …

      Rhett groaned as the memory came back to him. Hanging in the air, gray strands wrapping around his neck, and David’s back to him.

      He slowly sat up, and as he pushed his hands against the ground, a duller pain flared there. He paused and lifted his right palm up, remembering the searing burns from last night.

      His hand was red, but not an open wound with puss leaking from it as it should have been.

      David, he thought. He must have done something.

      Rhett finished getting up, his head pounding as he did. He looked around the campsite and saw the other two still sleeping. Their hands looked red, too, but no serious burns. Their necks were just as bruised as his, though. If David had fixed their hands, he hadn’t done a thing for their throats.

      Rhett turned and looked at the beach; he scanned the horizon, seeing no sign of David anywhere. His eyes detected something moving through the sky and flashed up to it.

      Rhett stared for a few seconds, deciding it was a transport heading toward them.

      He hadn’t thought about how they would get off the island; there hadn’t been any time from when Rebecca took the ship to when David strangled them all.

      Rhett held no fear regarding the approaching transport, though. It was David’s, without a doubt. He’d summoned someone, his powers far greater than Rhett could imagine at this point.

      He turned around, reaching up and gently rubbing his neck as he did. He looked down at the other two still sleeping. Had David also made them all sleep so long, or had it been his attack? Rhett didn’t know, and supposed it didn’t matter either.

      What does matter to you, Rhett? Your savior nearly killed you. Does that matter?

      Rhett pushed the thought from his head. It was useless, and he was too exhausted to argue with himself. David hadn’t killed him. Not any of them, including his traitor sister, nor the man who promised his life for another. They were all still alive.

      “Hey,” Rhett said. A few seconds passed without the other two moving. He stepped closer, then louder, said, “Hey. Wake up you two.”

      They stirred, opening their eyes.

      “You’ve got to get up. I think someone is coming to get us.”

      The two looked up at him lazily, and Rhett saw each of them remembering what happened last night. Reinheld’s face grew as pale as the puffy white clouds above. Christine only closed her eyes again, though not falling back asleep.

      “Rhett.”

      It was David speaking from behind. Rhett hadn’t heard him approaching. Neither had the two on the ground, both of their eyes looking past Rhett.

      “Come to the shore with me,” David said.

      He heard the Prophet moving now, stepping back through the sand without waiting for a response. Rhett looked at Christine, but her face showed nothing. Not fear nor love. After a second, she nodded, and the message was simple: Go.

      Rhett closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

      He turned from the two in front of him and walked down the beach, seeing David 20 feet ahead of him. David stopped once he reached the shore, and Rhett came up next to him a few seconds after.

      “We’re leaving as soon as that transport arrives,” David said, not looking over, nor up in the sky. His eyes only stared out at the ocean. “We’re going to the Nile River, and from there, we’re going to create the Union.”

      “Okay,” Rhett said, unsure of what else he could say. He swallowed, and his throat eagerly reminded him of what had happened the night before.

      “Are you still with me, Rhett?” David asked.

      Both grew quiet and the wind from the beach filled Rhett’s ears. He listened to the water crashing on the shore at a constant pace, but impossible to replicate.

      A few seconds passed, and Rhett gave the only answer he could. “Of course, David.”

      The Prophet nodded, then said, “I couldn’t kill her.”

      Neither of them needed to say who he was talking about.

      “I wanted to, and I thought I would, but in the end, I couldn’t. I’m going to leave it to the Unformed. After the Union, It can decide her fate the same as It will for all nonbelievers.”

      Rhett found words, his hate for Rebecca unable to be contained. “You should have killed her, David. Or you should have let me do it.”

      “Maybe, but it’s done now. She’s gone, and I’ll never see her again. The Union is going to occur in 24 hours, and then she will never matter again.”

      Rhett shook his head, his neck protesting with each twist. “I don’t understand. I don’t get it at all.”

      “She’s my sister. What else do you want me to say? It’s over now. If you’re with me, then we’re moving on. We’re going forward, because everything ends tomorrow. Everything we’ve worked for is here, just beyond nightfall.”

      Rhett understood it was the closest to an apology he would ever hear from David for last night. Asking Rhett to continue on, to finish this--it was David’s apology, plea, and promise all rolled into one. It was David giving the highest honor he knew to give, the chance to finish what they began so long ago.

      Rebecca would not see it, but Rhett and Christine would. That was the Prophet’s gift, and his apology.

      “Okay,” Rhett said. “Okay, David.”

      “Get the other two. Tell Christine I’ll speak to her once we’re on the ship.”
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* * *

      The transport had been flying for a few hours when David finally brought Christine to him. The transport could comfortably fit ten, but even the pilot had left David alone in the front. The ship was on autopilot, following the coordinates David had provided. The four people in the back were mostly quiet, everyone drifting in and out of sleep. The pilot was a follower of David’s, of course.

      Everything was going according to plan. The Globe would fall soon, within the next few hours, and the Ministers inside would all die. David hadn’t voiced it to Rhett or Christine, but he obviously wanted the Ministers to personally pay for what they’d done to those two. Truthfully, he didn’t need to unleash anyone on the Globe. He could have simply restarted the Summoning, and that would have been enough. The Globe was personal for him, to punish those who hurt the people he loved.

      Those same people now with large bruises across their necks, and palms that ached—though, they should be raw and bleeding.

      You’re so benevolent, David. You healed the injuries that you created.

      He’d called Rhett to him on the beach because he knew it would be the easier conversation. Now, it was time for the harder one. Because he couldn’t do what he did last night and not offer something to these two. They were all he had left, his last true connection with the human species.

      Rebecca was gone and she would be forever. She might not be dead yet, but it was only a matter of time. The Unformed would finish her off shortly.

      You won’t be around to see it, he thought.

      And that felt true. More so with each passing night. David was doing his absolute best to keep those around him from seeing it, but he wasn’t sure how much longer he could manage to keep them from knowing. The strain on him was tremendous, his power constantly being drained. Flowing to the One Path, where the madmen and women used it to kill and conquer.

      The Union had to happen quickly, or it would not happen at all.

      Last night, after making sure the three would sleep until the sun rose, David had forced everything from his mind and tried calculating how much longer he could keep this up. Before, the power had always been endless, something that flowed from the Unformed whenever David called upon it. Now, though, it still flowed from the Unformed, but David was not the end goal. He was a conduit, and with each molecule of gray light that flowed through him, it stole part of him, too. Weakening him—if not his power, then his soul. And soon, it would weaken his body.

      It’s almost over. Another day, that’s all you need.

      He thought, if pushed, he might be able to make it a week. A day should be fine. It had to be.

      If the girl stays at bay. Stays wherever she’s at.

      “Christine,” he said, knowing that he had probably already waited too long. There was too much on his mind, though, and he didn’t want to have this conversation—but she was owed it. “Will you come up front?”

      He listened as she moved across the ship and then stepped into the front cabin.

      She sat down and David was quiet for a bit, both of them staring out the front window.

      “Did Rhett tell you where we’re going?” he finally asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I asked him before we got in, and I’m going to ask you now, do you want to go? Do you want to finish this?”

      “It’s why we’re here.”

      Her voice was hard, an edge that David had heard her use against others throughout the years.

      “If you don’t want to be,” David said, “you don’t have to be.”

      “Is that what you think?” she turned to him and he saw tears in her eyes. “That we don’t want to be here? Are we the ones who flew off last night, unharmed, or are we the ones you nearly killed?”

      David gritted his teeth, feeling anger rise in him. Rebecca had directly challenged him like this before, but never Christine, never Rhett.

      Is she wrong?

      “You wanted me to kill her?” David asked, his voice low. There was an edge to it as well, one that spoke of the rage running just beneath each word.

      Christine looked away and out the window to her right. David saw a tear roll down her face.

      “Answer me. Is that what you wanted?”

      “No, David. I wanted what happened to happen. You did exactly what Rhett and I both wanted.”

      David leaned back in his seat and stared out the front window. A minute of silence passed, David having no idea how to continue.

      “I don’t know what happened to her,” Christine whispered. “I don’t know what they did to her when they captured us, but I saw what they did to me. I saw what they did to the others with me. They hung me up on a wall and drained my blood until I was in a coma. The people I was with? They’re not alive anymore, David. All of them are dead, and they gave their lives for you. What did she do?” Christine turned back to him. “What did Rebecca do?”

      David closed his eyes, still saying nothing.

      “I’ve followed you since I met you, and I’m going to continue. I’m going to follow you to this river, and if you tell me to dive in and hold my breath until my lungs explode, then that’s what I’m going to do. Rhett will do the same, and the other two? Reinheld and this pilot? I don’t even know them, but without any doubt, they’ll do whatever you ask. We all will, because we love you, and no matter what happens, we’re in this until the end.”

      He listened, knowing every word was true. Knowing he deserved it. He felt no rage inside him now, only weariness.

      “She won’t be there, though, David. She will most likely be trying to figure out some way to kill you. Your own sister. We love you, and it’s not because we’re frightened of you. We are scared, though. Everyone is, because your power is like nothing else on this Earth. And last night you turned it on us … instead of her. You want to let your sister live after what she did, fine. But it’s brutalizing us in her stead that hurts, David. There’s nothing I can do. Rhett told me not to even say anything, to be honest. If you want to strangle me again, then you can do it. You can kill all of us right now, and the fucking funny thing is, we’d let you. We would die right here, if that’s what you wanted, and we’d do it just to satisfy your anger.”

      She sighed and was quiet for a few seconds.

      “Yes, I’m going with you to the river. No, I’m not going to quit following you. None of us are.” David heard the tears in her voice, even if his closed eyes wouldn’t let him view them. “Is that all you wanted? To make sure I was still going to die for you?”

      David didn’t move, didn’t say a word.

      “Can I go back now?”

      He nodded and listened as she exited the front cabin, heading to the people she …

      What? he asked himself. She’s heading to the people she feels love her. Because it’s clear what you do: you use them. You called her up here to make sure she was still willing to die. She told you she is, knowing that’s all you wanted to hear, then she left you to yourself.

      David didn’t open his eyes. Tears rested underneath and he wasn’t going to let them spill out.

      What did they want him to say? That he was sorry? That he took out his rage on them, but that he wouldn’t have killed them anymore than he would have Rebecca? That he was broken, and had been since he was a fucking kid?

      No, he wouldn’t tell them any of that, because he was the Prophet and this was the way it had to be. They might see his actions, but it wasn’t their job to see his sacrifices. The death flowing through him right now, taking his life for a world that he would only glimpse.

      They could be angry about last night, but it wasn’t them that wore this crown. It wasn’t them that had to make the choice to let his sister live or not, and it wouldn’t be them that gave their life tomorrow.

      David carried it all, and if they wanted to sit back there and be angry because he had grown angry, so be it.

      He had to carry this to the end, and he couldn’t do it worrying about their feelings.
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      Nicki and the stranger had walked some more, but eventually found themselves sitting on her stoop.

      “You can try going in, but you won’t be able to,” Laurel said. “I don’t know exactly what will happen, only that you’ll remain right here no matter what you do.”

      “Even me?” Nicki asked, looking behind her at the door.

      “Just because something wanted you to come here, doesn’t mean all the rules end. Nothing besides me will ever get in that house.”

      Nicki looked back out into the yard. “You said you were unjustly killed?”

      The woman nodded. “Yeah. You wonder, after sitting in here this long, but I still think I was. Even if there is a God, you can’t force people to believe in It, or Him, or Her. Whatever it is. I was killed for not believing.” She chuckled. “That might be a bit of an understatement. I was killed for plotting an overthrow of the Ministries, but maybe they both come to the same.”

      “And you just ended up here?”

      “There was darkness for a while, but eventually, yes. You were on the street, but I was standing in the yard, looking up at the house. For a while, I tried everything I could think of to get out, but eventually, you come to realize that you’re not in control here. Something else is. I call it God. You can call it whatever you want, but the point is, you can’t leave here anymore than I can.”

      “I keep telling you, God wouldn’t allow the things I’ve seen,” Nicki said.

      “So let me hear them.”

      Nicki laughed and leaned back onto the black stoop, her head touching the smooth glass that would have been concrete back in the Old World. She was quiet for a moment, and then she started talking. She started at the beginning, at the restaurant, and from there the story simply spread out. She hadn’t spoken to anyone about it, and quickly found that her subconscious had a lot to say. More than she had imagined.

      She talked until she cried, pausing for only a second, and then continuing.

      She kept going until she talked about the dark man, his gray eyes standing in that floating building, and the gray light filling everything. Her father behind her, and rage inside her.

      Salty tears lined her face, drying. “And then, I was standing in the middle of the street.”

      The woman was quiet for a long time, and Nicki didn’t expect the question she asked. “Do you hear the voice anymore?”

      Nicki shook her head. “No.”

      Laurel nodded. “That lends more credence to my theory. Something wants you here, but it doesn’t want that voice here.”

      “You keep talking about this something, this God. Did you not listen to what I said?” Nicki asked, feeling the first real anger she’d felt in this place. It had been a peaceful respite from everything else she’d faced, but this woman wasn’t hearing a word.

      “Yes, I did,” Laurel answered.

      “There isn’t a God. There is the Unformed and then there are a bunch of humans all scurrying around trying to survive It, willing to use anyone and everyone to keep themselves alive. That’s all this is. A battle between some creature outside of our control and us. The whole world created these religions for reasons I don’t understand, but they’re not real, because if they were, none of this would be happening. I don’t know where I am and I don’t know why you’re here, but none of it means there is some God that brought me here to teach me something.”

      Laurel was quiet for a moment, and when she spoke, the softness in her voice slayed all of Nicki’s anger. It was softness that sprang from sadness, something deep, and something the woman hadn’t showed before. So far, she’d only showed an almost aloof indifference, not quite happiness, but close.

      And now, Nicki heard the desolation.

      “I had a family. A husband, a son, and a daughter. I don’t know what happened to any of them. I was the driving force behind our decisions, and I took them all over the world. We started in the Old World, but that wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to take my beliefs to the heart of the most autocratic Ministry in the world, and so we went to the True Faith. That’s where we had my daughter, and I had plans for her. My husband and I didn’t have any of the True Faith’s nanotech in us, neither did my son. I made sure she had it, though, because she was going to be the one to change things.”

      Laurel shook her head, a sad smile appearing on her face even as tears filled her eyes.

      “I planned on teaching her everything I knew. That’s a funny word, isn’t it? What I knew. I didn’t know a damned thing, and this blocked off world proves it. I had so many plans for her, but the problem was, my ego was too big. My ambition too great. That’s what I believed when I first got here, at least. Now, I just think my plan didn’t fit in with whatever brought us both here.”

      She reached up and wiped at her eyes, stopping the tears before they could fall to her face.

      “I don’t know what happened to any of them. I imagine they died just like I did. I like to think they didn’t, though, or at the very least that my children survived. I hope they didn’t inherit any of my traits though,” she said with a helpless laugh. “None of my beliefs, nor my determination.”

      “What would you want them to have?” Nicki asked.

      And then the tears came down the woman’s face, unable to be held back. She laughed, a watery, miserable thing. “That’s the worst part about it. I wish they had what I refused to even consider. I wished they had faith, Nicki. The same faith you refuse now, and the thing I’ve come to accept in this place. Faith that something is bigger than us, and that it’s guiding us. Guiding everything.”

      “Why?” Nicki asked; there were other questions, but none felt as important. The woman had died for her beliefs, and now in death—or whatever this was—she wished none of them to survive her.

      “I guess because I’m here. Because whatever is happening on Earth, whatever is happening with the Black, none of it really matters in the end. Even the Black is going to wind up facing the creature that put you and me here.” She paused for a few moments and then nodded to herself. “I should have seen this when I was alive, but I was too blind with my own ambition. Throughout history, all of recorded history, man has searched for God. Man has written books and built idols. I guess the cynical part of me always said that’s just our need to feel protected, but I don’t believe that anymore. That was God saying, ‘I’m here, but you’ll have to have faith, because I’m not giving you anything else. Just hints.’”

      The woman wiped the tears clear from her face again and looked at Nicki still lying on the stoop. “How did we get here, talking about this?”

      Nicki thought back, but quickly realized it didn’t matter. She only shrugged and stared up at the neon blue sky above.

      “What was your daughter’s name?” Nicki asked.

      The woman smiled wistfully. “No. Those memories are for me. They’re all I have and for some reason, I feel like if I tell you, I might sort of be giving them away.”

      Nicki nodded.

      “I’m tired,” the woman said. “I hope you don’t think me a poor host, but I’m going to go inside and take a nap. I’d invite you in but ….” She turned around, looked at the closed door and shrugged. “Rules are rules, I guess. If you’re here when I wake up, we can talk some more.”

      Laurel stood and looked down at Nicki. “I thought I’d talk forever when I first saw you, but all of that just exhausted me. I’m not used to it anymore.”

      She didn’t look like she wanted to hug Nicki, or give any sort of goodbye touch—and Nicki didn’t want to either. Whatever moment they might have shared had passed, and Nicki was again looking at a stranger.

      “I can lie here for a bit longer?”

      “Sure,” the woman said. “I have a feeling, though, it won’t be too long.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m ready to go back inside, and I imagine that’s because whatever wanted us to talk is done. It was nice meeting you, Nicki. I hope you fix whatever is happening on Earth, but if you can’t, don’t worry about it too much. There are things at work in this universe larger than even in the Black.”

      Laurel said nothing else, simply opened up her door and walked inside.

      Nicki listened to it shut, knowing that she was alone again.

      What had the woman said?

      I think that I can’t talk with anyone, because without God’s presence, humanity loses all ability to have contact. And then, Because I’m ready to go back inside, and I imagine that’s because whatever wanted us to talk, is done.

      Nicki smiled briefly, thinking how probable the conjecture seemed as she stared up at the sky. God was no longer here, unable or unwilling to venture here, and so Nicki was without human contact.

      Nicki closed her eyes, wondering if she would be able to sleep on this black glass. It didn’t take long, but she had one clear thought before unconsciousness swam up for her: She thinks God allows us to interact, but that only means it’s God who allows us to do such horrid, horrid things to each other.
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      What are things looking like?

      The First Priest wanted to spit right where he stood. It just so happened he was standing in front of the glass windows in Trinant’s office, still staring at the massacre beneath him. Feeling the building saliva in his mouth, the urge grew stronger, and so he looked down at the floor beneath him.

      What do you think they’re looking like? he responded with his nanotech. These … creatures are still moving toward us. The One Path is completely incompetent. They can’t do anything to stop them.

      He wanted to add, just like everyone on the First Council, but managed not to.

      How much longer until the reinforcements arrive? he asked instead.

      An hour, the First Council’s Priest told him.

      One hour.

      It was enough time.

      Listen to me, the First Priest said. I want you to follow my directions perfectly. Not a single deviation, do you understand?

      Yes, the Priest answered, though the First noticed he hadn’t used ‘Most Holy’. The Council was already thinking him dead, perhaps thinking the entire world dead with what was happening elsewhere. He didn’t care at all. When he got back to the True Faith, he would make sure that this Priest was dead, along with the rest of the Council.

      The First remained still, staring up at the screen in front of him. His eyes glowed with green dots, the only indication that he was using his nanotech. For the first time in over a day, he finally looked calm. He explained to the Priest exactly what he wanted to happen; it took a little over ten minutes.

      The light in the First Priest’s eyes died and he remained standing for another minute, not paying attention to anything on the screens above him. He was done with this place, even if everyone else here was determined to remain until their blood spilled across the office floor.

      He turned around and looked at Trinant. The other two Ministers were here, but they no longer mattered. When this was all done, there would be one Ministry left, because the other three were completely fine with decapitation.

      “I’m going higher,” the First Priest announced.

      Trinant looked up from the tablet on her desk. Annoyance wore as heavily on her face as exhaustion, and again, the First Priest wanted to spit. Everything since arriving here had been horrible. This entire Ministry was nothing but a horror show, but the First had made many plans while sitting in here being treated as a second class citizen. One of them was that if Trinant survived, the First would ensure she didn’t live until old age.

      Still, he couldn’t do anything about it just now.

      “What do you mean, you’re ‘going higher’?” the woman asked.

      “You all can sit here and wait for them to come get you, but I’m going higher up. As close to the top of this thing as I can.”

      Trinant sighed. “There’s only machinery in the floors above us. There’s no protection in them. Our best chance of survival is the plan we’re following.”

      “I don’t care,” the First said. “I’m not waiting in here anymore. At worst, I can hide up above. They know we’re here, though—everyone still alive in this Corinth forsaken place does. Let me go now, or the True Faith will consider me a hostage.”

      Trinant laughed at that, a genuine, belly-filled laugh. It grew louder and she leaned back in her chair, seemingly unable to control it. The First Priest stood there, taking one last insult—and knowing it was his last. Others had tried insulting him like this—Raylyn Brinson, the Hollowborne woman, and even Reinheld through his trickery. Each of them got what was coming to them. This woman would be no different.

      Perhaps the world would continue underestimating the First Priest, just like the High had, but the First was coming to realize something: he was ordained by Corinth himself. There could be no other explanation for what had happened, and these fools here would see it soon.

      The Minister finally stopped laughing, though she remained leaning back in her chair and smiling at the First. “Go on then, High Priest. Go wherever you would like. I certainly wouldn’t want anyone in the True Faith to think we held someone against their will.”

      The First Priest stared for a second longer, trying to remember the way this woman looked at this exact moment. He wanted it imprinted on his brain, because when she died, he wanted to recall it.

      He turned and left the room. No one followed, not guard nor Minister.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you going to send anyone after him?” Yule asked.

      Trinant glanced over at him before looking back at the reports rolling across her tablet. “No. I’m not wasting resources on that silly man.”

      The Pope nodded. He didn’t disagree. If they were to die in here, then he would rather not die around the First Priest. The Pope had thought it a blessing to be rid of the High Priest, but now he felt the exact same way about the man who just scurried from the room.

      “We can watch him,” Trinant said, looking up and smiling. “It would be a nice break from this madness.” She nodded to the windows stretched across the room. “You two want to do that? See what he does?”

      A little guilt ran through Yule, but as he looked at the windows, his answer solidified immediately. “I’m okay with it.”

      “Me too,” Benten said.

      Benten was lying on a couch on the other side of the room; his eyes were closed and his hands across his stomach.

      The Old World’s army had already arrived, and were now in position around the Globe. Both the True Faith’s and Constant’s arsenals were arriving soon, and that’s what everyone was waiting on right now. Yule continued getting updates about the Old World, and none of them were good. There had been no sightings of the weapon, nor Nicki, though—and that was confusing, to say the least. The Black’s followers shouldn’t be able to rise like that, not without the weapon to lead them …

      What do you know, old man? You know exactly as much as the First Priest, who is now about to climb into the machinery portion of this huge globe.

      The left half of the windows changed, showing the First Priest walking down the hallway. The camera was in the corner, so taking an overview look at him. Every 10 seconds or so, the view changed as he moved.

      Yule leaned back in his chair. The code change had bought them some time, but the last update the general brought said that the attackers were beginning to break it more rapidly. The reinforcements would arrive first, but what exactly they were going to do was still being worked out.

      No exits nor entrances were working. The place was completely sealed off, and Spyden said none of their own hackers were yet able to modify the code.

      Yule’s hopes weren’t high. It’s not like the ships could simply start blasting away at the Globe, even if they managed to hit everything beneath the Minister’s floor. The orb was too large, and too many necessary components would be destroyed with such indiscriminate shooting. The general was working out possible strategies, and she was supposed to bring them soon. Yule had been praying, going to Daniel’s room to speak with him from time to time, and now, he thought he might watch this fool try to maneuver his way out.

      There would be a time, later, in which the Pope would regret that decision. He had witnessed a lot of pain in his life, with the greatest concentration over the last month—and yet, he would forever hear the First Priest’s screams echoing in his mind until he drew his own last breath.
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* * *

      The First Priest didn’t really care where he was going. He had told Trinant ‘higher’ because that seemed the easiest way to get him out of the room; they would buy that he wanted to get further away from the invaders, and thus not ask too many questions when he left.

      The thing was, the First Priest thought these Ministers were all idiots. Not insane like the High, but idiots just the same. Perhaps it was being so lofty for so long that made them not use their heads. They were used to those beneath doing the thinking, and then taking the credit for it. The First Priest hadn’t ever been so lucky; he’d been the one toiling to make sure things happened, to ensure that Corinth’s will actually came to fruition.

      They’d all watched the same thing in those windows—each of them able to witness the same actions take place.

      Only the First Priest had taken anything away from it, apparently. The others were still waiting on those beneath them to figure out the best course of action.

      The High Priest used to do the same, but it was the First that had been tasked with determining the course.

      The Globe was locked down. That much was true. Somehow the Black’s crazies had disabled the ability to open up any ports, windows, or doors along the outer perimeter. Ships could fly right up to them, but there wasn’t any way to actually get out.

      It was the last part that the First Priest realized was false, though he didn’t feel the need to share it with any of those idiots behind him.

      He passed hallways on his right and left, not bothering to even look down them. All he really cared about was getting to the edge of the Globe, to one of those windows that lined the entire place. As long as he kept moving in a straight line, he’d eventually get there.

      The idea had first come to him yesterday. He’d been staring up at the windows inside Trinant’s office, a constant undercurrent of worry streaming through his mind. Now, he understood Corinth had chosen him, but yesterday, he’d felt forsaken. The cretins were moving up floor by floor, killing everyone in their paths with those sickening gray strands hanging from their hands.

      They would soon reach the First’s floor and he could already imagine the way it would feel when those static strands wrapped around his face—burning and scratching. It would feel exactly as it had back in the High Priest’s home, when the surge had nearly peeled him alive.

      The First almost didn’t see it. None of the others had, missing something so obvious—and that’s why he now knew Corinth was with him.

      He’d been staring at Trinant’s windows for hours. Watching those bloodlust filled people hack code and then kill. All the time, the answer had been right there in front of him.

      Literally.

      The windows.

      The place was lined with them, from the very top of the Globe, to the very bottom. The One Path’s ostentatiousness knew no boundaries, its arrogance unparalleled. The entire place was made of glass, including the room the First Priest sat in.

      Glass shattered.

      The exits might not be working, but what the hell did that matter when one could be made?

      The idea slowly crystallized in his head over the next few hours. Leave this room. Find a window at the Globe’s perimeter. Have one of the True Faith’s ships open it with a shot … and then leave. Yes, leaving that way would be dangerous—maneuvering out a shattered window into a transport. Yet, it was certainly less dangerous than waiting here.

      No one else saw the answer, yet they all watched the same thing he had.

      Walking down the hallway now, he finally slowed, catching his breath. He’d walked to the opposite side of the Globe, wanting to be far from Trinant’s office, and he had finally reached it. Glass windows lined the hallway in front of him. He saw no one else, and that was exactly what he wanted. Corinth was delivering everything just as it should be.

      The First’s eyes lit green as he activated his nanotech. How much longer?

      A minute or so passed, the First growing more impatient with each passing second.

      Ten minutes, the Priest finally answered.

      Connect me with the pilot.

      Another second passed, then a new voice filled the First’s head.

      Your Holiness, this is Captain Demure. The First Council’s Priest gave me your instructions about moving closer to the Globe, but has now put me in contact with you.

      Finally, a man who sounded half-way competent.

      Yes, the First Priest said, I’m sending you my location within this globe. I want you to come to it, and get me out.

      A brief pause, and then, Get you out?

      Yes. You’re going to shoot a hole in the window, drop down, and let me hop into the top of your transport.

      A longer pause. The captain spoke hesitantly with his next words. I’ve received your location. Your Holiness, I just want to make sure I understand you clearly … you want me to fire on the Globe of One and then you’re going to jump into my transport.

      The First Priest shook his head while he stared out the window at the end of the hall. The man might sound competent, but perhaps that was as far as it went. There is no other choice. I either do that, or I die in here. Do you understand?

      The man’s training whipped into play and his voice returned to its original cadence. Yes, Your Holiness. My ETA is five minutes.

      The First Priest walked down the hall, his eyes returning to their usual color. He got to the end and looked to the left and right, seeing no one on either side. He thought the ship could pretty much fire anywhere, as long as it was a little distant from the First, and then he would walk to the opening.

      Minutes passed, and then he saw the ship drop down from above, coming into view. It hovered directly in front of the First Priest.

      I see you, Your Holiness. I think I can safely fire at the other end of the hall, though there it will start a fire.

      Hush, you fool, the First said, unable to withhold his anger any longer. No one but him had understood the situation since it began, and this man was no different. There will be a fire extinguishing system in here. Just shoot the damned window and then make sure you catch me when I jump.

      Yes, Your Holiness.

      The ship floated to the left, its nose still pointing at the windows.

      The First Priest watched it go; Corinth be thanked, he was about to get out of this.
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* * *

      “What is going on?” Benten asked.

      Yule stood from his chair, not knowing he did it. Benten had stood, too, no longer lying across the couch.

      Only Trinant remained sitting.

      “Where is that ship from?” Yule asked.

      “It’s got to be one of his,” Trinant answered. “This one was sent separately. We’re not tracking it.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “They’ll be here in 10 minutes,” she said.

      “What is he doing?” Benten asked.

      Yule watched the Priest’s eyes light green briefly. “He’s talking to the pilot.”

      And sure enough, the ship started moving down the row of windows, away from the Priest.

      “No,” Trinant said, standing up now. “He can’t be that stupid.”

      Yule thought he saw it at almost the exact same time.

      “He doesn’t understand,” Trinant said. “He doesn’t have a clue because he’s lived maybe a week above ground. Same with that idiot pilot. They have no idea what they’re doing.”

      The ship was going to fire on the globe, opening up a hole in it.

      “The fool,” Yule whispered, seeing what the First Priest didn’t. Corinth may have been a brilliant engineer beneath ground, but his descendants didn’t understand air pressure. Louder, Yule said, “Can we stop him? Is it too late?”

      A second passed, and then Trinant said, “I can try.”
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* * *

      “Don’t do it.”

      The voice came from the ceiling, loud but not disguising the bitch it stemmed from.

      “You’ll die if you do.”

      The First Priest laughed; he didn’t know if Trinant or the other Ministers could hear him, but he didn’t care. Actually, he almost hoped they could.

      You’ll die if you do.

      Death wasn’t in the cards for the First Priest, at least not right now. He didn’t even bother saying anything back. His eyes lit green.

      Fire, he told the pilot.

      The turret on the ship’s nose burned bright green, and for a single moment, the First Priest wished he’d told the fool to tame it down some.

      It was too late, though.

      The First Priest watched as the green light bulged outward, for an instant looking like it might not actually fire—and then streaking across the air and colliding with the large window. The glass seemed to freeze, even as the laser obliterated the wall behind it. The window hung—in one piece—for an impossibly long second, and then the First Priest watched it fall. Tiny pieces of glass all dropping at once.

      The First Priest had a moment to think, I wonder if that’s what snow looks like, and then the glass was ripped out into the sky.

      Wind roared by the First Priest, stronger than anything he’d ever felt. It pulled his feet out from under him and he hit the floor sliding, being sucked toward the open window.

      Most Holy! the pilot shouted through his nanotech.

      Fire grew in front of him, though wind rushed them toward the smashed window. He grabbed at the floor around him, but found nothing to hold on to—his body continued sliding across the floor, the wind pulling him toward the exit he’d created.

      He flipped over on his stomach, hoping he might be able to grab something firmer, but his fingers found no crevices to fix on.

      “NO!” he screamed. “NO! NO! NO! NO!”

      Over and over the words rolled from his mouth as he flew down the hallway, as if somehow his voice alone could stop everything happening. He drew closer to the flames, themselves whipping out the open window nearly as soon as they were born. Above him, the extinguishing system had activated, but the water flew to the window, not falling even two inches before hitting the sky.

      “NO! NO! NO!”

      And then, despite how far down the hall he’d been, the First Priest reached the window. He looked out for a split-second, seeing the pilot impossibly far away from the Globe, having no choice but to avoid the wind tunnel pouring from it.

      The First’s legs went first, and he reached out, more desperate now than he’d ever been in his whole life—searching for anything that might save him.

      His hand briefly touched the metal bar that supported the window, and for a brief moment, hope sprung alive in the First Priest’s mind.

      Yes, Corinth!

      His hand couldn’t possibly have enough strength to hold against such force, though, and the First Priest was sucked out of the Globe.

      He fell much like the Prophet had; only he screamed the whole way down.

      It was a long fall.
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      Nicki woke up expecting to see neon blue sky above her, but instead she saw smooth, white tile. She stared at it for a second, not understanding how the sky had changed so much.

      Rules, Laurel’s voice said.

      Her fingers pressed against the ground beneath her, but she realized it wasn’t ground—certainly not the smooth black glass from that other place. She was feeling floor tile, much like what she saw above her. Nicki’s vision expanded then, and as she looked to the left and right, she understood where she was.

      A dark, all consuming depression grabbed her mind. She saw the box, the one that had been cast in blue light, but then lit up bright green. It looked dead now, the windows providing the hallway’s only light.

      A skeleton, just as it had been before, but no life in its bones.

      Nicki closed her eyes for a second.

      It’d all just been a dream. Just some crazy damned dream. She hadn’t gone anywhere, and the people that were here with her …

      Dad? she wondered, her eyes flashing open. She climbed to her feet, looking around the long hallway as she did. She saw nothing, only walls, windows, and the single door at the end.

      “What did I do?” she asked, tears filling her eyes. “What did I do?”

      She walked down the hallway to where she had seen the dark man, hoping maybe—somehow—that when she got to the end, she would see more. She didn’t.

      It was a dream, she thought, a chill running down her torso. I killed them. All of them.

      She heard no voice from another world, nothing telling her what to do. There was no fat man, nor thin one, in Priest’s robes now. No woman walking beside her on black glass. Maybe the voice had been nonsense, too. Just something in her head, driving her to protect herself from whatever the fat man wanted.

      No, some part of her said. No, that voice was real. Maybe that other world was a fake, but the ferocity you felt in that other voice … that was real.

      What the fuck does any of it matter? another part asked. Your goddamn father’s dead—what does it matter what you saw or felt? You killed him—

      The thoughts scattered, because Nicki thought she heard something to her left. The sound of footsteps echoing through the hall. She turned, looking down the adjoining hallway, but saw only where it ended into another.

      Someone was here, though. Those were footsteps she heard, and coming closer.

      Nicki didn’t move; where could she go? To other worlds that she didn’t understand, and most likely only existed in her head? Who was coming for her now?

      I wished they had faith, Nicki. The same faith you refuse now, and the thing I’ve come to accept in this place. Faith that something is bigger than us, and that it’s guiding us. Guiding everything.

      The voice from the strange woman came back to her, as if in answer to her question. Saying, it doesn’t matter who is coming, because everything serves a greater purpose.

      Nicki rejected the thought, though she didn’t look inside herself for that gray well. She might not believe what the woman said, but that didn’t mean she had to use whatever was inside her. There was no greater hand moving pieces around, but she didn’t have to wreck the pieces herself.

      Two people turned the corner and halted, staring down the hallway at her. Two women that Nicki had never seen before.

      Both looked … strained, as if something was pulling their insides, stretching them past the point of uncomfortableness and into the territory of pain. As if they might completely rip apart.

      “It’s you,” the woman on Nicki’s left said. “It’s actually you.”

      Nicki didn’t move, seeing the same look in these two women that she had others for the past month. They wanted her. Wanted something from her. Wanted to use her.

      “I’m Rebecca,” the woman on the left said. “I’m … We’re not here to hurt you.”

      Nicki remained silent, though she looked to her left. Only the box remained there, with nowhere else for her to run.

      Because whatever is happening on Earth, whatever is happening with the Black, none of it really matters in the end. Even the Black is going to wind up facing the creature that put you and me here.

      Again, the woman’s words came to her. It was almost as if Nicki still sat in front of her, whole sentences flowing out into Nicki’s mind.

      No, Nicki thought. None of that is true, and if for a second your mind wants to entertain those thoughts, just look down that hallway again and see the box sitting there. Because these two in front of you—and if not them, then someone else—would probably love to throw you back in that box. Love to force you back in front of the Black.

      “What do you want?” Nicki said, her voice cracking as she did. She hated the sound of it, but she couldn’t help it.

      She was tired. So damned tired, and no matter where she went or what happened, there was always more in front of her. There was no rest from this life.

      “I just want to talk to you,” the woman named Rebecca said. “That’s all.”

      Nicki laughed, tears filling her eyes. “No one only wants to talk to me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      David was dreaming and he knew it.

      He was a child again, back in the last house his parents ever lived in.

      The booming voice outside told everyone to surrender, and then he heard his mother shouting. Everyone was screaming, running back and forth. David was frantically looking for Rebecca, knowing what the two of them had to do. They had to get to their room and pack, though they were only supposed to get a few things. They’d been over this again and again, just in case men showed up for them.

      Like right now.

      He couldn’t find Rebecca, though. He was running around the house, his mother shouting to his father, but the only thing on his mind was finding his sister.

      He had to get her. They had to pack.

      But she wasn’t here, yet David knew she should be.

      He turned the corner to the back hallway, thinking she might already be in their room. He nearly ran into his mother, his head only coming up to her stomach. She was standing still, unmoving, and David looked up.

      She stared back down at him. Her face was full of disappointment, and when she spoke, all the rest of the noise in the house died. Only her words filled his ears.

      “You lost her, David. You lost your sister.”

      Tears sprang to his eyes, even though he knew this wasn’t real—understanding that if he could somehow just wake up, all of it would disappear.

      He couldn’t, though. He could only stare up at his mother, having no answer to her accusation. Because he had lost Rebecca and he couldn’t find her. Not in this place, nor any other.

      And then his mother’s face imploded. A bullet pierced through her forehead, the bone collapsing and caving in, looking like an internal force was sucking it from the inside.

      The bullet broke through the back of her head, sending a grotesque mix of blood, brains and bone spraying out behind her.

      She kept staring down at him, the upper half of her head a destroyed wreck, but her eyes never releasing their judgment.

      His mother collapsed in a heap, every muscle in her body giving out at once.

      David’s eyes flashed open and his body jerked up from his seat. He held himself stiff, staring out the front window with strained eyes, his heart thudding in his chest.

      How long had it been since he dreamed of his mother? How many damned years?

      How many years had it been since you even thought of her, David? Before the last couple of months? Because the truth is, before all of this, you never thought of her.

      Slowly, David’s muscles started relaxing, and he leaned back in his chair.

      His breathing was still harsh, but he forced his fingers to stop clenching the armrests. He let his head rest against the back of his seat and closed his eyes again, though sleep was a long, long way off. His heart still thumped hard, and in the blackness of his mind, he saw his mother’s eyes. Judging him. Heard her voice telling him that he’d lost his sister.

      It was the dream that caused him to miss the girl at first. Because he should have seen her the moment he woke up … but he didn’t. It was hard to believe, because the woman’s presence was massive in the way mountains are. His mental eye could see her from anywhere, without having to focus at all.

      Yet, in those few minutes after waking, it was only his mother he saw.

      Finally though, her judging eyes and bloody face faded, and David was left with reality.

      “No …,” he whispered, not knowing nor caring if those in the back heard him. They weren’t even afterthoughts.

      David felt her, like some large boulder thrust into his mind, blocking the natural flow of his thoughts. Before he slept, he could have only found her if he searched, and hard. The girl had gone somewhere else, but …

      She was back.

      Here, on Earth.

      David’s eyes remained closed, and without even searching, he knew where she was. In the One Path again. She didn’t need to activate the gray for him to see her now. The static was with her all the time, a power that could spread across the entire world or remain inside of her, but either way, he saw it.

      David forced her from his mind, needing to understand the status of everything else he had in motion. The power still flowed through him to his followers, the broken ones flooding up through the Globe. They were close, but they hadn’t killed the Ministers yet.

      He was losing control. He felt it, his power over them waning. The Summoning would continue, those that followed him still pillaging the world, but it was those inside the Globe that mattered the most. Keeping the Ministries occupied—the Ministers fearing for their lives—was what he needed. There was time yet. His power was only slipping, not dying completely.

      David let the connection drop, remaining still in his chair, trying to regain some composure.

      The banks of the Nile River would be empty, which was the way he wanted it. In Veritros’s time, war had raged when she went to the Union, but David would have silence. Peace. If the Ministries suspected he was still alive, they wouldn’t be able to get there in time. Not anymore.

      But she can, David. She can go anywhere you can.

      He heard the Unformed again, what It had said when first showing David the girl: KILL HER.

      But he hadn’t, he’d failed, and now …

      No. She won’t come for you. Perhaps she has power, but you saw her. She’s frightened with no clue what to do. Get to the Nile and finish this.

      David turned around and looked into the back of the transport. The four slept. David checked the flight path. Only five hours away.

      We’re going to make it, he thought. She doesn’t even have time to get there if she wanted, not from the One Path. Whatever brought her back, she’s too late.

      David said nothing to those riding behind him. There was no reason to worry them. He would go with his lieutenants, just as Veritros had; they would not fail this time.

      The Unformed would finally crossover.
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      “They’re breaching the detainment center.”

      Yule was staring at the wall when General Spyden spoke, having not even heard her enter the room.

      Daniel was with him in Trinant’s office now, though he sat at the opposite end of the large room, having nothing to do with anyone.

      He’d gone for Daniel a short while ago, saying, “They’ll be here shortly.”

      “Okay,” Daniel had replied.

      “You’ll be safer if you’re with us.”

      The broken father had gazed at him for a second, but instead of arguing, he’d asked a simple question. “Where is Jackson Carriage?”

      “He’s being held in ….” The Pope had trailed off for a second, thinking of the words to describe where Carriage had been placed. “The One Path’s prison, I guess.”

      Daniel didn’t move, only said, “I want him to come with us. I want him in that room with you and me. I’m the reason he left the Vatican and went for Nicki. He shouldn’t be punished for that act. If you want to punish him for the rest, then do it when we get back, but if you want me in that room with you, then he’ll have to be there, too.”

      The Pope didn’t think long on the request. He’d agreed, having Jackson Carriage removed from that liquid room, and now the three of them were in Trinant’s office.

      They’re breaching the detainment center, the general had said.

      Yule looked over at Carriage, wearing fresh clothes and sitting alone in a chair against the wall. He was a dreadfully thin man; he showed no emotion at all, not even as he heard that the attackers were reaching the place he’d been hours earlier.

      He simply stared out the window on the far right, a small section not displaying the Globe’s internal world, but rather showing the sky.

      Yule turned to Spyden as she continued speaking. “The High Priest is in there, Your Grace.”

      Trinant nodded without looking at anyone else. “As fitting as anything, I suppose. Let the people he wanted to control take hold of him. That means they’re how far away from us?”

      “Fifty floors, Your Grace.”

      “And has any part of my military come up with a single plan to stop this?” The words flowed from Trinant’s lips, dripping with accusation.

      The general seemed not to notice.

      “We have a few options, Your Grace, but conditions on the ground might be changing our strategy. It’s the reason for the delay.”

      “What conditions?” Trinant asked.

      “Their madness seems to be growing,” Spyden said. “Before, they were focused on moving up, on attacking us, but they’re losing focus. They’re attacking each other now.”

      “Why haven’t we seen it on the displays?” Yule asked. “What we see is them still moving up, defeating your codes and locks.”

      “There are a lot of places to look,” the general said, turning slightly to Yule. “You cannot possibly see them all, nor even a fraction. They are still moving up, but … Here, look.”

      The middle window pane changed, no longer showing a random hallway, but a white room with black, golden liquid inside it.

      Dear God, Yule thought, his eyes immediately finding the High Priest. He was naked, and hanging suspended in the liquid.

      “Focus on the outside of the room,” the general said. “You see them? There’s at least 200.”

      Yule’s eyes narrowed as the mass of people came into focus. The general was right; a large group of the attackers stood just outside the white room, in the hallway, all staring forward as a few up front entered. Their hands were at their sides, their strands hanging off and draping onto the floor.

      “Wait, look at that. Some … Some don’t have the static dripping from them,” Benten said.

      “That’s another reason for the delay, Your Grace. The vast majority still carry those … weapons, but some are losing them, and they don’t even seem to notice. The pace has slowed for all of them, but the ones lacking the strands have begun attacking the others.”

      “Goodness!” Daniel shouted from across the room.

      Yule was watching the same scene unfold.

      A man in the back, one whose hands had returned to normal, was standing and staring forward like the rest—as if waiting in line to enter the room ahead.

      He had looked to his right at the woman next to him, stared for about three seconds, and then with both hands grabbed her jaw. With one hand gripping her upper teeth, and the other yanking at the lower portion, he slammed her to the ground.

      The woman’s strands slapped at his face and neck, creating bloody lashes across his flesh. Smoke rose from his face, but still he kept pulling at her face, and as Yule stared on, he finally ripped her lower jaw from the top.

      The woman’s hands fell to her sides and her eyes stared wildly up into the air, not seeing anything. Her face was distended, looking impossibly long. The man stared down at her as if he wasn’t sure what had just happened.

      “Jesus,” Daniel whispered.

      “It’s happening like that all over, Your Grace. Not in massive numbers, but something is changing with them.”

      “What about outside of here? In the rest of our territory?”

      “There is no change,” the general said. “We are still losing massive amounts of ground, and quickly.”

      “So only the ones in here are changing? We’re losing the rest of the war?”

      “I’ll have our options momentarily” the general said, then stepped from the room.

      Daniel stood and walked across the room, standing in front of the giant windows. Yule went to him. They both looked at the pane showing the dead woman. Her jaw hung loosely in its flesh. The man that had pulled her apart had stood and went back to staring with the rest of the group; no one else noticed the dead woman lying by their feet.

      “It’s to our benefit that they rip each other apart,” Daniel whispered.

      “Yes, I suppose it is.”

      The two stood in silence for a minute, Yule having no words, and Daniel silent as well.

      “Your Holiness.”

      The words came from behind Yule, a whisper that he wasn’t sure anyone other than he and Daniel could hear. The Pope turned around and saw Carriage standing behind him. His eyes were cast to the floor, his face looking nearly skeletal.

      He hasn’t eaten, the Pope thought. And a man that thin can’t go without food.

      “I would like to speak to the two of you, if it is possible,” Carriage said.

      The Pope didn’t look to Daniel, but thought about whether he wanted to grant this man an audience. Regardless what Daniel thought of him, he was a lost soul … Yet, he’d been directed by other lost souls. The Church had been eliminating those with the sight for years, and this man had done what he was told. What was commanded of him.

      “Speak,” Yule said, the voice of a ruler taking over. He was not among equals here, nor with someone he cared for.

      Carriage looked up and across the room, his eyes falling on the general entering the room. She was heading to Trinant’s desk. Benten stood and walked over as well. Trinant didn’t look in their direction as the general began speaking.

      Carriage turned to Daniel. “Your daughter is alive.”

      Daniel’s breath caught in his throat, his chest stopping its outward movement.

      “I felt her a few moments ago. She’s here, in the One Path,” Carriage said.

      Yule’s eyes found Daniel’s, and the man looked terrified. For the past two days, a calm acceptance had overtaken him, but now his lips were trembling.

      “You’re sure?” Daniel asked.

      “Yes. She’s grown too powerful. I can feel her without even trying. She’s like a pulse inside my head, like a heartbeat.”

      Carriage glanced at the Pope and then averted his eyes, staring at the floor.

      This lost soul reveres you. He may have done evil, but he would lick your shoes if you told him to. What does that say about your Church? Perhaps Daniel can tell you later, if you dare to ask him.

      Daniel walked away from the group, going to a bench against the wall. He sat down on it and put his head in his hands. Yule looked at Carriage once more and then followed Daniel, the thin man following silently.

      “Is she safe?” Daniel asked as the two approached.

      “I can’t tell,” Carriage said.

      “Everyone that wanted to hurt her is gone, Daniel,” Yule answered. “Right now, the High Priest is being destroyed by the invaders downstairs, and the First Priest is already dead. There’s no one else after her, not right now.”

      “Can you contact her?” Daniel asked, looking up, his eyes red and full of tears. “Can you reach her?”

      Carriage stared at him for a long time, and Yule began to understand the conversation he was overhearing. Jackson Carriage had the sight too, and Daniel knew it. That’s why Daniel had recruited him, because the man could find his daughter when no one else could.

      He would truly do anything, anything at all, to get his daughter back.

      “I don’t think so,” Carriage said. “I can try, but that’s all.”

      “Will you?”

      Carriage nodded, and Yule saw the odd bond between the two of them. The man had once tried to kill his daughter, him too … but now they were working in tandem, and the Pope was on the outside of it all.

      “Yule,” Trinant called from the other side of the large office. “You’ll want to hear this.”

      Yule looked over at the small group, then said to Daniel, “I have to go.”

      Daniel reached up and grabbed Yule’s hand, startling him. “Don’t tell them. Don’t tell them she’s alive.” Yule looked down, seeing Carriage’s shock in his periphery at someone touching the Pope in such a manner.

      “I won’t, Daniel.”

      Daniel stared for another few seconds, his red, teary eyes pleading with the Pope. Whatever words had passed about men and gods, they mattered not here. The man in front of Yule trusted no one with his daughter—probably not even Yule.

      “I won’t,” he said again.

      Daniel finally released him and the Pope went to hear the One Path’s best plans for survival.
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* * *

      Tidus looked at the prison for the upper echelon of society. There were no pits here, but rather a room that stretched forever. Naked men and women floated inside it, unmoving. They went back as far as the eye could see—Tidus knew that these prisoners could see him, just as he had been able to see those in the pits.

      Tidus stood inside the detainment center, looking at these naked people, and not knowing why.

      A large group was behind him, both inside the room and outside of it.

      Why are we here? he wondered. Why are we all staring at this?

      The question was a logical one, if a bit foreign to Tidus’s mind. They had been moving upward, with one goal in mind—what the Prophet told him. They were here to kill the Ministers, and the Ministers were at the highest point in this forsaken place.

      Yet, he was here, staring at these people.

      What are you doing? he asked himself again, and giggled immediately after.

      He was losing focus again, and though the Ministers were important, so were these people. Because it was people like them that had thrown him into the pits.

      There’s time, Tidus thought, for whatever the Prophet wanted.

      It was growing harder to remember that, though—what the Prophet had told him to do.

      With a wicked smile, Tidus tossed the strands from his right hand onto the black liquid in front of him. They stuck on the outside edge as if they possessed suction cups.

      A moment passed … and when the black liquid started melting, Tidus giggled harder.

      There was a fat, bald man not five feet in front of him.

      Tidus wanted to have some fun with the fat man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel Veritros looked on without understanding. The world was unfolding before her, and though she could intervene again, she didn’t.

      She had watched Nicki Sesam speak with a woman that should not exist, who had died years and years before—the entire time Veritros thinking all was lost. And then, the woman who should be dead simply stood up on her stoop and went inside as if Nicki had never been there.

      And then what did Nicki do? She laid down and went to sleep; Veritros had kept watching, not daring to venture away. There were others she could go to—the Prophet’s sister … the Prophet himself if she truly wanted (though that was at a much greater risk, and something she’d never attempted).

      Veritros waited, hoping something might happen, but as time passed, she slowly began to believe it might actually be over. The Prophet was alive and preparing for the Union; Veritros knew that much. The sister had failed and the last chance—the last one that Veritros could see anyway—now lay in a world she couldn’t enter, a place she wasn’t sure was even real.

      And then Nicki woke, and Rachel had access to her again. Miraculously, as if she had never left at all, back in the same building where the High Priest had previously imprisoned her.

      How? Rachel wondered. How is any of this possible?

      Her first instinct—as it always would be—was to rush forward. To crowd the girl and tell her what must be done. Veritros held back, though, because for the first time in long years she didn’t understand …

      Long ago, she hadn’t understood as well—when the Ministers asked her a question that was utterly foreign. Again and again, she had attacked that question until finally an answer was revealed.

      Now, as Veritros watched Nicki speaking with the Prophet’s sister and some woman she didn’t recognize, a new question came to her.

      What aren’t you seeing? What are you missing now? What question aren’t you asking?

      Something was happening and she was finally seeing it. Something wildly out of her control; was it the Unformed?

      What aren’t you seeing? she asked again.

      Nicki Sesam, the key to all of this, sat down in front of the two women, and Veritros stared from her position inside the Unformed. She stared and was silent,
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* * *

      “You’re his sister?” Nicki asked. “The dark man’s? The weapon’s?”

      The woman in front of Nicki nodded. She’d said her name was Rebecca, and the one to her right Raylyn.

      “Yes. I am.”

      “And you?” Nicki said, looking to Raylyn.

      “I’m ….” The woman paused, smiled, and looked down at her feet. “I’m lost,” she finally said, looking up. Her smile was gone and her face solemn. “Completely and totally, for the first time in my life, I’m lost.”

      Nicki didn’t know a thing about Rebecca Hollowborne—but this woman was telling her the truth. Nicki saw herself in those eyes, a wandering loneliness.

      “Why did you come for me?” Nicki said. “How did you know I’d be here?”

      “We didn’t,” Rebecca answered. “It’s a long, long story, and we’ll tell you at some point, but we knew you’d been here, so we came. Neither of us thought you’d actually still be here.”

      The three of them had left the room with the skeletal box, walking down long hallways before finding a few benches. Nicki sat on one, the other two women across from her.

      “What do you want with me? You didn’t come here to talk.” Her eyes flashed to Hollowborne. “You certainly didn’t.”

      “You don’t know me any more than I know you,” Rebecca responded, her voice easily as harsh as Nicki’s. “I didn’t have anything to do with what happened to you. I’m not my brother, any more than you are.”

      The last words echoed in the hallway, and then everything fell silent.

      Any more than you are.

      Nicki felt hot, unwanted tears in her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” she said. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean that I’m different than him. Just because we share blood, that doesn’t make me him. Just because you have power like his, that doesn’t make you him either.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “I don’t understand any of this.” And the tears came then, unstoppable, wracking her whole body. She bent over, wrapping her arms around her stomach, and sobbed. “I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t want this. I don’t want any of this. I don’t understand it.”

      She could see nothing, her vision blurry; Nicki only felt her stomach cramping and the tears rolling endlessly down her face.

      “I’m not him. I’m not him. I’m not him.” The words streamed from her mouth, nearly unintelligible with the body wrenching sobs pulling on her.

      Nicki didn’t see or hear Rebecca moving, but only felt arms draping over her back. Sitting down beside her, Rebecca held Nicki.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s all okay. You aren’t him. I know you aren’t. You never were.”

      Nicki fell into the embrace, perhaps having never needed to be touched so badly in her life. The sobs kept coming, her body rocking back and forth, but Rebecca didn’t release her. Hanging on, even as the girl leaned into her.

      Minutes passed, and finally the sobs slowed, coming out in hitched cries.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said through clenched teeth, anger in her voice. “I don’t know what to do.”

      No one said anything and Nicki straightened up, pulling away from the woman she barely knew. She kept her arms wrapped around her stomach, as if somehow holding herself could both protect and give her support.

      “What do you want with me?” Nicki finally asked, sitting up further, but staring listlessly at the floor. Her voice sounded dead, the pain that had just erupted falling away and leaving a husk. “Why did you show up here?”

      “It’s not over.”

      And then Nicki heard what the voice had said before, when Nicki first hung inside that box: It’s not over. Maybe it never will be, but this is not the end.

      “Why? Why can’t it just be over? I don’t have anything else to give. I’ve already given it all. Everything. My fucking father!” The last word erupted, screeching across the hall like tires on pavement. It echoed for a few seconds, and then the hallway was silent.

      “It’s not over because my brother is still alive, Nicki. It’s not over because he’s going to kill everyone alive, and whether or not it’s fair, you’re the only one that can stop him. I can’t. None of the Ministries can. It’s just you.”

      Nicki shook her head. “I don’t want to. I don’t care if he ends everything. There’s nothing here for me, anymore. Let him.”
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* * *

      Daniel scooted to the side and made room for the psychopath. He realized now that he had saved the man’s life, but he still couldn’t think of him any other way.

      “She’s far away,” the psychopath said as he sat down next to Daniel. “Way out there where we were.”

      “Where did she go?” Daniel asked. He shuddered remembering the pain of that gray light rushing by him, somehow being sucked back into Nicki. He hadn’t thought he’d survive it, the gray light like endless sandpaper rubbing across his flesh.

      “I don’t know. She did go somewhere, though. I feel sure of that, because she wasn’t here, but now she is.”

      Daniel looked over to the group of four huddling around the One Path Minister’s desk. They were discussing how to survive this onslaught, none of them solely putting faith in their respective gods to prevail. It would be men that saved them, though no one would admit it. Even the Pope would use some Biblical quote to justify himself. Perhaps, ‘God helps those who help themselves’.

      “Have you ever done anything like this before?” Daniel asked, still staring at the general and three Ministers. The room was too large for Daniel’s words to reach them.

      “No, but I haven’t tried either,” the psychopath said. “The only reason I could do the transference that I showed you in the transport was because of my mentor. We used to play pranks on each other with it. Trying to scare the other. I couldn’t really use this with anyone else, for obvious reasons.”

      “So it’s possible?” Daniel asked.

      “With your daughter, I think anything is possible. She’s stronger than anyone I’ve ever felt. It’s … It’s frightening.”

      Daniel didn’t know what to say, only that Nicki’s sight didn’t frighten him. Not being able to speak with her frightened him. Not being able to see her again frightened him. Death—his own—didn’t mean anything. Nor would the death of anyone in this room bother him. Or the entire world for that matter.

      He only cared for his daughter; if some god wanted to damn him for that, so be it.

      “I just want you to tell her that I’m alive, okay? Don’t tell her where I’m at. I don’t want her coming anywhere near this place. Just let her know that I’m alright.”

      The psychopath nodded. “I’ll try.”

      He stood and walked away from Daniel, heading to another corner of the room. Daniel had been amazed when first walking in here; he’d never seen a room so big. The ceiling stretched 100 feet high, the room at least twice that in width and length. Someone could walk across it and practically be in another part of the building altogether.

      Daniel watched the psychopath walk across the room, feeling an odd kinship with the man. Two weeks ago, he wouldn’t have thought such a thing possible. Yet, despite the original reason the psychopath had appeared at their house, there was …

      What?

      An ability to care in the man?

      Yes, that’s what Daniel thought he saw. If the psychopath ever got his hands on Nicki, he would hang on to her forever and ever, until his God returned, rapturing the faithful. Yet, outside of her, the man was capable of loving. Daniel had seen the respect the psychopath showed Yule, a reverence that Daniel would never feel again.

      And now, while the rest plotted how they might all survive, this one man—partly insane, without a doubt—was trying to help Daniel. To give him a moment’s peace.

      Daniel looked at the floor, shaking his head.

      Please let him reach her, he prayed, though without any idea who he might be asking.
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* * *

      Jackson Carriage walked away from Daniel Sesam with his own head down, looking at the floor. He hadn’t said anything to Daniel, but he was nervous about reaching out to his daughter. Jackson hadn’t lied when he said she was more powerful than anything he’d ever seen—yet, even that hadn’t been the whole truth.

      Jackson could always feel those with the sight, especially when put on their trail. He had always been something like a hound dog in that sense, yet he no longer needed to search for Nicki. He couldn’t even open his eyes and focus on the world around him without feeling her. It was nearly physical at this point.

      He felt like someone had placed a hot coal inside his mind, something the size of a walnut. While it wasn’t painful, nothing he could do could take his attention from it. Even when talking with Daniel seconds ago, his thoughts had been constantly drawn to Nicki’s presence.

      And it wasn’t just his obsession causing him to do it, either. Jackson recognized his affliction, but this was different. She was pulling him, instead of his mind pushing him.

      If he had lied to Daniel, it was when he said he didn’t know if he could reach her. Daniel felt pretty certain he could reach her. He thought if anyone else in the world existed with the sight, they could talk to her, too. If Daniel himself hadn’t lost it, he could have simply spoken with his daughter—perhaps from even across galaxies.

      She was just too large. A thought in her direction, and she would pick it up.

      Which was Jackson’s concern, his hesitation. Because if he could simply think toward her and she hear his thoughts, what could she do in return? She knew him. She’d seen his affliction up close, and while Daniel might be a bit more understanding at this point, she probably wouldn’t be. She’d only seen one side of him, the part he couldn’t help—the part that grew obsessed when around those with the sight. Nicki Sesam would most likely be scared when Jackson reached out …

      And he held no doubt that with a flick of her finger, she could completely destroy him.

      Still, he walked across the room and sat against one of the massive windows displaying endless death. He put his back on it, sitting and staring across the room. He saw Daniel to his left, the other group to his right, but he paid none of them any mind.

      You might die, he thought. In the next few moments, there might be nothing left of you.

      He thought briefly about going to the Pope and having his last rites read, but quickly pushed the idea away. If those over there started asking questions, it might disrupt everything. Jackson didn’t want to get caught up in anything like that. Daniel wanted his daughter back, his own obsession just as consuming as Jackson’s.

      Instead of last rites, Jackson said a prayer. A simple thing.

      Lord, I’ve tried to love you the best I can. I am a poor ambassador of your will, but I hope you can find it in your grace to take me home to you if I pass from this Earth. In your son’s name, amen.

      And then, Jackson Carriage performed a selfless act.
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* * *

      Rebecca stopped talking and looked from Nicki to Brinson.

      She’d been talking for a half hour, and now she realized how far lost she was—or rather, how far lost Nicki was.

      Brinson looked back at Rebecca, but only shook her head.

      I don’t know.

      “Nicki?” Rebecca asked.

      The girl didn’t move, but simply stared out into the hallway, almost as if in a coma. She had grown more and more solemn the longer Rebecca spoke, but Rebecca hadn’t known what else to do. Out of everyone in this hallway, she was the only one who understood the terror just beyond the horizon.

      And right now, David had to be on his way to begin it all, heading to the Nile River.

      “Nicki?” Rebecca asked again.

      The girl said nothing.

      Brinson stood and walked across the short hallway, then knelt down in front of Nicki. Brinson snapped her fingers in front of her face, but there was no reaction.

      “What the hell happened?” Rebecca said, moving from the bench down next to Brinson, looking at the girl.

      “I—I don’t know,” Brinson said as if she should have somehow been responsible. “She seemed alright, seriously, like moments ago. I mean, she hasn’t been talking much--you have been--but she wasn’t brain dead.”

      “Don’t say that,” Rebecca whispered just before snapping her own fingers. No reaction.

      “She’s been through too much,” Brinson said. “She might have broke.”

      A sick panic was spreading from Rebecca’s core to her extremities, feeling like minor electrical jolts moving through her body.

      This couldn’t be happening. If this woman wasn’t their savior, then who? Who would stop David? Because Veritros was no more, only a ghost that no longer even came and went.

      “NICKI!” Rebecca shouted.

      Her voice echoed down the hallway, and the silence that followed was a horrifying reminder that the woman in front of them had left.

      “What do we do?” Brinson asked after a moment, both still kneeling, stunned.

      Rebecca didn’t have a clue, not truly. Only one thing came to her mind, the only real option.

      “We’ve got to take her to the Nile.”

      “Like this? We can’t,” Brinson said. “Look at her. Just look at her. She’s holding herself up, but that’s it. What are we going to do, walk her out to the river and tell her to fight the weapon? You think she’ll just wake up and listen to us?”

      Brinson shook her head and stood up, then backed away a few steps. “Look, this girl might be powerful. She might be able to do everything your brother can. But I’m not going to your brother, especially not if she’s the one that’s supposed to stop him. I don’t care what you think, nor what some dead ghost thinks, if she’s the one that told you to come here. This girl can’t stop him. I’ve seen him. I’ve watched him kill hundreds, if not thousands, without so much as taking a single step. This girl will die, and we will too.”

      Rebecca didn’t turn around to look at her. She stared at Nicki Sesam, the young lady that David had been so determined to kill. And now, looking at her, Rebecca didn’t understand why either. She was dazed at best, comatose at worst, and David moving forward like Corinth’s own legend—unstoppable.

      “Listen,” Rebecca finally said, still not moving. “All I can do is tell you what’s going to happen if we fail. I can’t make you go. If she wasn’t like this right now, I couldn’t make her go either. But if she is like this, and she’s not improving, then I’m going to bring her with me. Because even if I’m the last person alive, I’m going to keep trying to stop him.”

      Because Veritros would, Rebecca thought. Because if she’s still alive, then she’s still trying.

      “No,” Brinson said. “I’m not going. I’m done. I’m done with him, with Corinth, with them all. I’m not going to die for any of this.”

      A sad smile spread across Rebecca’s face. “That’s where you’re wrong. You’re going to die for it whether you want to or not. You can choose to believe or not, but you can’t change the arc of fate. You don’t have to come, though, Brinson. I won’t make you. I won’t even ask you. I’m taking her, though, because she might be able to stop my brother.”

      A long time passed, and finally Rebecca stood up. She didn’t look at Brinson, only reached down to Nicki and took her hand. Rebecca pulled and the woman moved easily enough, capable of being led if not speaking.

      Rebecca turned around, still holding Nicki’s hand, and looked at Brinson. “Thanks for saving us.”

      She said nothing else and wasted no more time. She walked slowly down the hall so that Nicki could keep up.
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* * *

      Raylyn watched them go, her words ringing in her head.

      I’m not going. I’m done. I’m done with him, with Corinth, with them all. I’m not going to die for any of this.

      Lynda spoke to her, a voice that she hadn’t heard in what felt like lifetimes, though had actually only been a few short weeks.

      Is that what it’s come to, Raylyn? You’re so scared that you’d rather sit everything out, even if it means you’re going to die?

      The question replaced her own words, hovering in her mind like a dark cloud. Accusing her.

      She listened as Hollowborne’s feet echoed in the hallway, leaving this place, taking the transport they’d come in. The only one that was here, for all Raylyn knew. Yet even that didn’t move her forward, knowing that she might be stranded in some foreign Ministry with no way out.

      Because I’m scared.

      I’m scared to death, scared that I might die.

      And that’s okay! her mind shouted. It’s okay to be scared!

      The sounds of Hollowborne’s feet were fading. Soon she would leave.

      “I’m not going,” she said aloud. “I’m not facing him again.”

      Her stubborn side spoke up, the one that Manor had given birth to—telling his story of how he ended up following the weapon.

      What did you tell him? Manor? That you weren’t joining any more false notions. That if he wanted to die for such things, then that was fine. It was his choice, but you wouldn’t sacrifice your own soul so that he could follow around some false god. I’m not going to judge that, Raylyn. Perhaps some might, but you can live with that decision. This one here? I don’t think you can.

      The voice paused as if hoping Raylyn might see reason. When none came, it continued.

      This decision here isn’t made out of any true principle. The one with the Prophet and Manor, that one was. You’ve lived your life in deceit, and you won’t do it again for man or woman. Right now, this is different. This is you valuing your life over everything. You refused to join this Prophet, and now you’re refusing to help kill him.

      “What can I even do?” she asked, her voice low. Raylyn’s eyes stared forward, seeing nothing, only listening to her internal monologue.

      I don’t know, but you can stop standing here. You can go find Hollowborne and not sacrifice your soul to the god of cowardice, which is what you’re doing. Not choosing a side can be brave, and maybe it was back on that beach. Or maybe that was choosing a side, one that says you don’t have to bow to anyone. There’s a difference between that and saying the only thing you will ever bow to is yourself, especially when you’re a coward.

      Raylyn closed her eyes. She nodded, seeing Lynda’s face. Because she hadn’t been a coward. She’d gone to her death, believing it was for Corinth. She’d been ready to walk away from her career, from perhaps even the True Faith, because she didn’t believe in what that Disciple was doing. If she’d been standing here right now, she would have made a different decision.

      And what about Manor? He might serve a false god, but he isn’t a coward. He laid his life down for you, and now he’s probably dead because of it. You’re surrounded by lion-hearted people, and you’ve allowed your own heart to be cowed.

      Raylyn opened her eyes, and as she stepped forward, her hands shook. She was terrified, but she couldn’t remain in this dead building anymore than she could have kept carrying that red coin around, knowing how false it had all been.

      She walked quickly, hands trembling, tears in her eyes. The last time she’d faced the weapon, she wasn’t able to function; truth be told, even going to him now—her body was trying to stop her. She could hardly see the hallway in front of her.

      “HOLLOWBORNE!” she shouted, her voice shaking as bad as her hands. “HOLLOWBORNE, WAIT!”

      The echo of footfalls stopped, and Raylyn kept walking, heading toward a place she didn’t want to go, to a creature that scared her almost more than living.

      Barley able to see, she found her way to Hollowborne, who stood in the hallway with Nicki at her side.

      Her voice trembling, Raylyn said, “Tell me what she showed you. What Veritros showed you.”

      “You’ll have to come with me. I don’t have time to waste talking about it here.”

      Raylyn swallowed but her stubborn side didn’t speak up. It was silent, because the decision was made, just as it had been with the coin. She was going forward—terrified, but her soul intact.
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      Perhaps as much as anything else, it was the vision Rebecca Hollowborne saw that pitted her against her brother. There were other things, of course—the fact that a ghost was speaking to her--but even that might not have swayed Rebecca against David.

      Their love was deep, perhaps always would be.

      It was the vision that changed things. Years later, she would try to describe it to a woman named Raylyn Brinson, though she could never replicate it.

      The vision was of the future.

      Rebecca had stood on the bank of the Nile River, David floating high in the air above it.

      The river boiled, steam rising, but Rebecca hadn’t been frightened of what it might do to her. The fear wasn’t from pain, but from …

      Veritros had spoken.

      Eternal darkness.

      David’s eyes sparked to life, and gray static flowed from them, wrapping him in a thin, protective layer. She watched him disappear, until only an outline of static existed. He never once looked at her, his eyes staring down at the water beneath.

      David descended, his feet touching the river first, sinking beneath the roiling water.

      He disappeared, leaving Rebecca standing by herself. This wasn’t the first vision Veritros had shown her, she knew that waiting was a part of these things. Yet, something felt different about this one. Rebecca understood the significance of the Nile, for both the Unformed and every Prophet it chose.

      The river continued boiling and Rebecca stared into it, wondering when her brother would reappear.

      He won’t, the voice said. Ever.

      The water bulged upward, all at once, as if a huge ball had been shoved beneath its surface, yet wasn’t able to push through to the top. The bulge was about ten feet in diameter, and Rebecca stepped back, fear immediately taking hold of her. It had come from nowhere, the water still boiling across it.

      Is he okay? she wondered, forgetting completely that she occupied a vision, something not real.

      Veritros didn’t answer her.

      An orb erupted from beneath the water, directly under the bulge. Black and piercing, glowing; it illuminated everything around it, shining through the tossing and turning water without difficulty.

      Rebecca took another step back.

      For seconds, the shining black orb didn’t expand nor shrink. It merely sat beneath the water, the size of a cantaloupe.

      Then it started growing slowly, but without pause.

      Rebecca stood, watching, unable to pull her eyes away.

      The black orb didn’t simply replace the space it took over, it consumed it. Without a mouth or any orifice at all, Rebecca saw it eating.

      Everything around flowed into it, being ripped apart—the fabric of its existence shredding—and then absorbed.

      Rebecca’s mouth opened as the horror of what was happening took hold. She wanted to scream, to let out some sound that could possibly describe the terror she saw.

      It’s going to fucking eat us!

      No sound came out, though.

      The orb grew, blackness taking in more and more of the river, the water now being dragged into it. Rebecca watched as one side of the river reversed direction, even as the other side picked up speed. All of it being pulled to a single destination.

      And that’s when Rebecca first felt the tug on herself.

      She looked down and saw her hand raised, her fingers outstretched right toward the black orb. Her shirt fluttered in the air, though no wind existed. Wanting to go to the orb.

      Rebecca turned to run, her feet slamming against the dirt beneath her.

      She made it only 10 seconds or so before her clothing simply ripped off of her body, flying back toward the river. Rebecca struggled forward, still trying to put one foot in front of the other, yet her body was no longer moving. It was if some giant wind was forcing her backward, yet she felt nothing against her skin.

      She turned her head to the left, wanting to see the black orb, but when she did, her flesh froze. There was no river, no bank. The structures that had been there were no more, and in their place? Nothing. Simple blackness that seemed to glow, beckoning her to come. To join. To let it feed.

      Rebecca saw the truth. It was nothing. The world was being replaced with nothing, no space, no time—only consumption.

      She tried to turn her face back in front of her, to continue running, but it wouldn’t move. She looked down, at her arm, and saw her skin rippling toward the blackness. Being pulled to it.

      A tree rushed by Rebecca, nearly hitting her and killing her instantly. Its roots hung in the air, dirt trying to fall with gravity, but unable because of the strength of the orb’s pull. As the tree flew closer, it started ripping apart; first in giant chunks with splinters fraying everywhere, and then those pieces began to thin. Looking surreally like liquid, though retaining the same color of the tree.

      Rebecca didn’t understand even as she watched the blackness eat the tree, a million pieces of watery green and brown.

      NO, she thought.

      And then she—along with everything around her—was sucked into it.

      The pain was instant and tremendous … and then over.

      There was no rest, though, not even a moment’s. Dead, but not gone, Rebecca had a view from above Earth. Far, far above, as though she was a satellite outside the atmosphere. She could see the illuminated black orb, appearing as if it might be in the center of the world. Consuming. Eating. Flesh, bone, steel, lava—all of it the same to that light.

      And then the world was no more. Only the black nothingness; the only reason Rebecca could see it was because of the stars. They were now being pulled to it, long white streaks moving across the sky. All of it heading—space itself—being pulled to that blackness. Feeding insatiably.

      And from a distance, Rebecca watched it all go. Every single bit. The entire universe was fed into that black substance, until there was no more universe. There was no more time. There was nothing.

      She couldn’t fully understand it even as she looked on. How there could be nothing—not time, not space, not matter—but it was gone.

      The Unformed had taken every single bit of it. David had described it to her before, saying it was like a white planet, but that’s not what she saw. She saw a universe that had once been, and now nothing existed in its stead. Not the Unformed. Not even time.

      That, Veritros had told her, is what is coming. That is what your brother is bringing.

      Rebecca didn’t know if she could explain it without showing it, but she tried. Humans may not be good at much, but if nothing else, they are exceptional at trying.
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* * *

      Raylyn leaned back in her chair, their transport flying through the air. Rebecca had finished speaking moments before and Raylyn stared up at the ceiling, seeing the universe as Rebecca had described it.

      Her hands had stopped shaking, her eyes dried. She wasn’t calm, per se, simply lost in what had been described.

      “It’s not coming to conquer us?” she asked.

      Rebecca chuckled. “No. Humanity thinks so highly of itself that it believes a god might actually care. If one exists, it doesn’t care. The Unformed certainly doesn’t. It’s simply going to finish this whole experiment.”

      “I just always thought we’d end up in chains, the weapon floating above us all, telling us to march harder, faster, building things like pyramids.”

      “Only humans can think up something as pointless as a pyramid,” Rebecca said, sounding humored by the whole thing.

      “So, what? We’re going to show up at the Nile River and fight him? And if we lose, then that comes true?”

      Silence followed her question, stretching so long that Raylyn finally sat up and turned around. Rebecca was staring at Nicki, her eyes still gazing forward without any intelligence in them. Every once in a while, she blinked, but that was it. Everything was on autopilot.

      “Yes,” Rebecca finally said. “If we lose, that’s it.”

      Raylyn looked away, out the window, understanding coming to her. It’d been hours since she connected to the True Faith, her nanotech feeding her as much information as she could take in. Large scale revolts grew like weeds across the globe, whole cities falling again. Any order that the True Faith had reestablished was gone, mutiny ruling.

      “No one’s coming,” she said.

      Rebecca looked over to her. “What?”

      “The black … Its moves were perfect. No one is going to the Nile River. Only us. Us three. The Ministries are burning, Rebecca. At least within the True Faith, all resources are being used to stop the rebellion. No one is coming to stop him.”

      Rebecca turned, facing Raylyn’s chair completely. “No one is sending anything to the Nile?”

      “No. I don’t have the clearance to see everything, but there seems to be a lot of confusion up top with the Priests.”

      Rebecca’s eyes dropped to the floor, and she shook her head. “I’m not sure it would matter if they showed up. It didn’t with Veritros.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They don’t tell you anything about her, do they?”

      Raylyn was quiet for a second, thinking about how to best answer. The immediate answer that bubbled to the top of her mind had been a recitation of True Faith doctrine. With an effort, she stifled it, and went a bit deeper. “Basically, they tell us she’s a killer, and that Corinth stopped her. There … There isn’t much talk about the Black, about her either.”

      “They make you fear It, and then they keep you from talking about It. If you fear It, you won’t join It when It comes. If you don’t talk about It, then you won’t worry about It.” Rebecca kept looking at the ground. “In Veritros’s time, the Ministries went to the Nile, and they launched everything they possibly could at her. It was a battle maybe unlike any to come before it, and in the end, they couldn’t harm a hair on her head.”

      “Is your brother as strong as her?”

      “He’s stronger.”

      Raylyn saw a flash of Lynda’s hand being sliced from her body. She shut her eyes hard, trying to block it out. She regained some control after a moment and reopened them, looking toward Nicki.

      “You think she can stop him? For real?”

      “I don’t know.” Rebecca looked at the nearly comatose girl. “But there’s no one else.”
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* * *

      Nicki hadn’t gone anywhere this time. There was no black universe, nor any neon one. She had simply stopped listening. It wasn’t an active choice, but rather a passive one that slowly came over her as Rebecca spoke. She just … slipped away; she could still hear the words being spoken—only she paid them no attention.

      Perhaps her mind was finally breaking, or maybe she had checked out of this life, but either way, the result was the same. Nicki had entered a state of nearly unbeing. She was alive, capable of movement, but she wasn’t taking any action in the world any longer.

      All of these people wanted something from her; Nicki had thought she might be able to find a bit of peace in that neon world, if for nothing else than everyone being alone. Yet, she’d been refused residence, pushed back out into the world.

      And even once returned, in a building that should have been empty—if not completely destroyed—people found her. People that wanted something. And these?

      They had wanted the most hilarious thing Nicki could imagine. Nicki had hardly understood what any of the others wanted, but it hadn’t really been action out of her. The thin man, the crazy one, he had wanted to kill her. Or maybe possess her. Nicki didn’t know which. The kidnappers had wanted to take her somewhere, and the fat man who wore robes had wanted to force her in front of the Black.

      All of these people wanted to do something with her, but they hadn’t wanted her to do anything.

      These two women were different. They wanted Nicki to act, and what they wanted her to do … Well Nicki would have laughed at it if she wasn’t so damned defeated.

      Kill the weapon.

      That was when she slowly slipped into this unbeing, because what was the point in being? She wasn’t fighting the weapon, not with all the gray static in the universe.

      Nicki’s father was gone, and she’d killed him.

      So why not just stop being, just unbe.

      Because whatever is happening on Earth, whatever is happening with the Black, none of it really matters in the end. Even the Black is going to wind up facing the creature that put me and you here.

      The words spoken by the woman from that black world floated through Nicki’s mind. Laurel. As if reminding her of something that she was trying to forget. She forced them way, not wanting to think on them.

      When Nicki finally understood her father was gone, her will to keep going died as well. Her will to survive. She didn’t even consider what her return might be doing to others, still not seeing what everyone else did about her. All of these people chasing her, hounding her, wanting her for something … the reason behind it all was lost on Nicki.

      Yet in at least two other people’s minds, Nicki had taken an ungodly sized presence in them. One wanted to kill her, the other to contact.

      The second one finally did.

      Your father is with me. He wants you to know he’s okay.

      The words were distant, somewhere deep inside Nicki’s mind, and not something she really wanted to hear. It could have simply been lost in the other voices—those from outside, as well as the memories that floated through from time to time.

      Except for the mention of her father.

      That piqued Nicki’s interest, and slowly, what consciousness still existed made its way to the words.

      Your father is with me. He wants you to know he’s okay.

      Nicki lightly touched the words with no more than a feather’s weight. Understanding came very clear then, of who had sent the message … yet, that wasn’t correct. Not only understanding of whom, but understanding of everything about them.

      It was the thin, crazy man that had shown up at her house, a gun in his car and ready to strangle her.

      Fear like an uncoiling snake ripped through Nicki’s consciousness, bringing her just a bit further out of her unbeing. Those sitting next to her in the transport saw her face twitch.

      The thin man wasn’t lying, though—Nicki understood that as well, immediately. Her father was with him. More came to Nicki as she remained with the words, more about the man himself. His wants, his wishes, his fears, his hates. All of it flowing through her like water through a sieve. She resisted at first, tightening and not liking such knowledge. It seemed impolite, knowing so much about a person, but as the seconds passed, she relaxed some.

      Finally Nicki saw where the man was, the very room he sat in.

      I can see through his eyes, she thought—her first actual thought in hours. And she could. The man was staring straight ahead across some huge room.

      That’s him! her mind shouted, almost against her will. That’s Dad!

      Please, the man said. You’re hurting me.

      His voice was a plea, and Nicki realized …

      He’s near death, she thought. I can kill him right now. I can snap him out of existence.

      She didn’t release him, but held firm, toying with the idea. Because he had come for her, hadn’t he? He had been ready to kill her without hesitation. And the other people in that room, those besides her father? Nicki couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw the Pope too. Another person that had wanted to grab her, take her, use her.

      Why shouldn’t she kill this man? She hadn’t been able to kill anyone else that tried to harm her, so why couldn’t this one hold the place for all of them?
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* * *

      Nicki teetered on a dangerous precipice, one she couldn’t see.

      Rachel Veritros thought she was seeing it, though—perhaps for the first time.

      She’d watched Nicki descend into a deep place inside herself. Veritros could hear Nicki’s thoughts, and although she’d tried shouting at the girl, tried to break through whatever barriers she’d erected—she’d been kept out, though this time by Nicki.

      The girl simply wanted nothing to do with anything at all.

      A thought occurred to Veritros, and when it did, she stopped her struggle.

      What if this is beyond you? What if you never even had a choice? What if everything that’s happening right now has been ordained long before?

      Now Veritros listened to Nicki’s thoughts, those of murder. Veritros did not have a clear view of everyone involved in this, but the ones she could see all had blood on their hands. No one was innocent, least of all Veritros.

      And yet this young lady had been tossed around on a ship that sat in the middle of a hurricane, thrown from end to end, and she still had no dirt on her. She was as pure as one could be in such an awful, awful world.

      Murder had never mattered to Veritros. The first—lifting that man high above the trees until he suffocated—had been the same as the last. They had always just been a means to an end. This girl, though, had never seriously considered such things before. Her hands were clean, and Veritros thought …

      It’s not possible.

      It’s simply not.

      Yet, she had seen the woman inside the black glass house, and had that not been the Prophet’s mother, long dead? Stepping out from some world that Rachel didn’t understand and having a conversation with this girl? And what had she actually said? Rachel didn’t know for sure, but when Nicki returned to Earth, the devastation Rachel expected hadn’t returned with her. She thought surely the woman would tell her of the Ministries’ evils, and the need to destroy them all—thus wiping out any last hope of stopping the Black.

      Yet, it hadn’t happened.

      It’s not possible, her mind repeated.

      Yet, Rachel Veritros thought she might be seeing clearly for the first time.

      Because she herself had been given free rein to come and go to those that touched the Unformed. She had been able to hide, speaking when necessary and remaining quiet when prudent. Only now, as the end raced forward, was she kept away.

      Listening to Nicki contemplate murder, Rachel prayed. Not to the Unformed, and maybe not even to a god, but she asked all the same.

      Let her make the right choice. Please.
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* * *

      Jackson Carriage recognized that he couldn’t speak. The girl’s hold on his mind was too tight, his vocal chords nearly severed. And yet, if he didn’t do something, and quickly, she was going to kill him. It felt like a vice grip on his brain, large metal blocks pushing on either side, ready to squeeze him to death.

      Unable to speak loud enough to be heard, Jackson stood up. His body was rigid and his eyes stared straight forward; he dared not look left or right, thinking to lose focus now would end him.

      He took only one step, like a broken robot.

      Daniel stood then, though he didn’t move. He only looked at Jackson.

      He couldn’t step any further. She was gripping his mind, not letting it go, nor squelching it. She was waiting, seeing everything he saw—probably with clearer vision.

      Daniel came then at a half jog. Jackson remained still until the man was on him.

      “What’s happening?” Daniel said, his voice a harsh whisper.

      A thin thing, words barely escaping Jackson’s lips. “Make her stop.” Leaves skimming over pavement, barely audible, but it was all he could do.

      That and hope Daniel understood.

      “What do you mean?” Daniel asked.

      “Make … her … stop.”

      That was it, there were no more words. There was little time left. All she had to do was simply keep holding on, and Jackson would die. She was too strong, her presence too great. She was a goddess and he less than bacterium.

      Daniel’s face furrowed, his eyes narrowing as he peered into Jackson’s.

      “Nicki?” he asked.

      Jackson could say nothing, could hardly think any longer.

      “Nicki,” Daniel said. “Are you there? Are you in there?”

      There was no answer. There couldn’t be, because Jackson couldn’t possibly do anything else.

      “Nicki, it’s Dad. If you can hear me, I don’t know what you’re doing, but I love you, honey.”

      Stop … her. Jackson thought the words, slowly, but he couldn’t say them. He cared nothing about these two, not anymore. He only wanted the pain to end, and if possible, to live.

      “Honey, whatever you’re doing. Stop. I told this man to reach out to you. He’s doing it for me, baby. He’s not going to hurt you or me. Okay? I wanted to tell you that I’m safe.”

      Jackson felt the pressure increasing in his head, the vice squeezing an inch tighter.

      “Honey?” Daniel asked.

      Jackson collapsed to the floor, Nicki releasing him and the pain flooding away like water rushing from a broken dam.

      “Is he okay?” someone shouted from across the room.

      Jackson closed his eyes, not caring what anyone else said. Adrenaline rolled through his body, sending tingles down his arms and legs. He let the darkness wash over him, understanding that he may not have met God, but without a doubt, someone in contact with such a being.
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* * *

      Nicki only partially released Jackson Carriage. She’d felt this type of thing before, yet she still grew bewildered at it. Complete power. She had felt it when the gray spread out inside the motel room, and then again inside the house in the sky. Now, inside Jackson Carriage’s mind, Nicki was a god.

      Her body still remained motionless, though her brow was slightly concentrated. The two women next to her saw it, but only because they had been staring for such a long time. Had someone came upon her, they most likely wouldn’t have noticed.

      Her consciousness was not at full attention yet, even with her father speaking to her.

      Nicki hardly knew it, but she was controlling someone else’s entire mind with only a fraction of her own.

      She was picking through Jackson Carriage, trying to understand if what her father said was true. She had released the man, though only barely. The urge to kill him … she’d never felt anything like it before. It had tasted sweet, like a rare chocolate. Had her father not looked in the man’s eyes, she would have done it.

      Even now, having released him, the sweetness beckoned her. Taste me. Pick me up. Eat me.

      She didn’t dip her mouth to it yet, her concern for her father stronger. This man had tried to kill her and she didn’t understand why her father would be around him.

      Quickly she went through Jackson Carriage’s memories, nothing inside the man able to create any kind of barrier against her. She had an image of someone picking through notecards, reading one and then passing onto the next—yet that was far too slow. The details were instantaneous; the only thing slowing her down was her desire to make sure she missed nothing.

      He’s lying, she thought, though not completely.

      The thought only held the weight of a leaf falling lazily from a tree limb.

      They’re coming for Dad, she thought. Those people down below.

      Laurel’s words came again, unbidden and more forceful. Because whatever is happening on Earth, whatever is happening with the Black, none of it really matters in the end. Even the Black is going to wind up facing the creature that put me and you here.

      They were heavier than her own thoughts, not something she could easily slap away.

      Her consciousness took another step forward, closer to the surface.

      What’s happening? she wondered as Jackson Carriage’s mind grew in importance. What’s happening there?

      Jackson didn’t know completely. He only had snippets of the overall picture.

      Taste me. Pick me up. Eat me. More words that weren’t hers, reminding Nicki of the sweetness death could give.

      No, not yet.

      There would be time for it if she wanted. Fully conscious, Nicki didn’t understand the power she held—though consciously, she ran from it. But in this semi-comatose state, it felt natural. She could do as she wanted and no one could stop her. Even these words that fluttered in and out of her mind—hers or not, they were empty. Powerless.

      Can you hear me?

      Inside the transport, Nicki’s eyes narrowed.

      Inside her mind, her consciousness took one more step forward, though a small one.

      It was the voice from before, the one with all that rage and fury behind it that Nicki had been frightened of. Now, though, she recognized the voice held no power. Perhaps it had, once before, but whatever it’d been capable of no longer mattered. Nicki was all powerful. Here, in this place, she could banish that voice.

      You can hear me, it said. You have to wake up.

      No, Nicki didn’t. Nicki didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to, and waking—or whatever term should be used—was definitely not on that list.

      The end is almost here, the voice said. Your father. The rest of the people with him. Even the people attacking him, they’re all doing this at Its direction. The Unformed’s. You have to wake up, because there is no one else that can stop It. There is no one left.

      Her consciousness took a third step.

      No, she thought. I don’t want to.

      LOOK! The voice shouted, and Nicki did.
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* * *

      Daniel had been staring down at Jackson Carriage, lying on the ground, his body limp.

      Moments passed, Daniel having time to register that the man was still breathing. Still alive, so if Nicki was inside of him, she hadn’t killed him.

      And in the next instant, the psychopath’s eyes shot open, red veins running across the whites; his pale, sallow skin seeming to stretch as his eyes bulged from their sockets. His mouth opened wide, a black hole that looked limitless.

      His head slowly turned and his unblinking eyes stared up at the windows.

      “Nicki?” Daniel whispered, though the Pope was nearly to him. Others were coming too, and any wish that Daniel had of keeping Nicki’s name out of their heads was fading.

      He watched as the skeleton like figure stared at the windows, watching the horror unfold as everyone else had for hours.
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* * *

      Do you see? the voice asked, and Nicki did.

      She looked at massive windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, each displaying murder and chaos. She looked through eyes not her own, but watched people killing one another. People with static strands hanging from their hands.

      Nicki had a vague sense that people were crowding around the body she now inhabited, but she didn’t care.

      That is the end. That depravity is slowly making its way to your father, and soon, it’ll be there. Unless you wake up.

      Nicki watched, not wanting to wake up, but horror draping over her consciousness the same as the strands had draped those killers’ hands.

      He’s going to die, she thought. A simple statement, because those people would make it to her father. Clearly they were insane, but that static on some of their hands meant only one thing. The Black.

      The Black was near her father.

      Yes, the voice said. Yes.

      Nicki hardly heard it, focusing only on that singular fact: her father was going to die.

      Nicki’s consciousness finally came fully forward, her eyes taking in the transport around her. Somewhere she didn’t recognize, but also didn’t care about. She looked at the woman next to her—the weapon’s sister. Rebecca Hollowborne.

      “We have to save him,” she said.

      Nicki didn’t know it, but gray static filled her eyes.
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      The panel on the front window showed: ETA - 1 hr.

      “David, are you okay?” Rhett asked, standing up in the back of the transport. Rhett had been watching him for the past half-hour, at first trying not to be noticed. As the minutes passed, though, he unconsciously quit caring.

      David’s eyes were low, though not quite closed. Sweat sat in large droplets across his forehead, and his skin had grown pale.

      Rhett stepped closer, any thought about the red marks circling his neck completely forgotten.

      “David?”

      He felt Christine step up next to him, but David’s eyes didn’t open. He didn’t move at all.

      The other two in the transport didn’t move; no one said a word.

      Rhett walked closer to the front, and still David showed no sign whatsoever of hearing him. Rhett went all the way to the front seat, standing just behind it, but where he could look upon David fully.

      “Something’s wrong,” Rhett whispered.

      David’s eyes were rolled into the back of his head, his eyelids twitching rapidly up and down. A large bead of sweat dripped down his forehead, over his temple, and then down his cheek.

      Rhett reached forward slowly, and pulled an eyelid up. He could just see the bottom of David’s iris.

      It was lit gray.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” he said, not needing to turn around. Christine had leaned over his back, her chest pressing against him, and was staring at the same thing. “I’ve never … Nothing like this.”

      He heard her swallow in the silence that followed.

      “David?” Christine asked.

      No answer.

      Rhett released his eye lid and the Prophet only sat there sweating.

      “What do we do?” she asked, standing up.

      Rhett looked at the panel.

      ETA - 57 min.

      He looked back to David. “We keep going. There’s nothing else we can do.”
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* * *

      David had done his best to hide everything from his followers. In the end, though, he hadn’t been strong enough. The girl was too powerful, and David now knew why the Unformed had wanted her dead. He should have never sent Rhett after her; he should have gone himself, sacrificing the entire compound if necessary.

      Errors upon errors, and David only saw them now.

      He’d known the moment the girl returned, and then again when she started using the gray.

      It wasn’t only her, though—the strains on him were growing great from all directions. The Globe was becoming almost unmanageable, yet still David allowed them to feed off his energy.

      They’re close, he told himself. And if nothing else, they’re keeping the Ministers at bay. Keeping them focused on their own lives instead of what is happening outside.

      He could handle one or the other—the Globe or the woman—but both were proving too much. David had felt when she’d accessed the gray, and that’s when he decided to go to her again. He needed to understand what was happening, whether she planned on challenging him or not.

      So, still letting his power flow to a portion of his followers, he closed his eyes and accessed his own gray static. He went to Nicki Sesam.

      She knew he was there, of course. David could no more hide from her than she him, but he didn’t care. He didn’t have a choice.

      He didn’t need to stay long, though—he only needed one look to understand everything.

      Had he been in charge of his physical capacities, and not leaning back in his seat with sweat dripping from his face, he would have shook his head.

      In exasperation at himself.

      David hovered outside Sesam’s transport, but he saw inside clearly. Three women, all of whom should be dead, were plotting his death. Rebecca sat next to the girl, talking. David could hear her voice, could hear everything happening inside.

      “He’s here,” Sesam said.

      “David?”

      She nodded and then turned her head toward him. Her eyes were alight, static filled orbs and David finally understood what other people saw when they looked at him. She looked like a terror, an angel of death that could sweep through the world.

      “Right there,” she said, looking through the window at him. The transport was flying at speeds far too fast for him to keep up with, or to hear her, but he did both all the same. “He’s right outside the window.”

      Rebecca turned then, her own face filled with fear.

      You did this, David thought. You let her end up here because you didn’t have the heart to do what was necessary.

      “Can he hear us?” Rebecca asked.

      Sesam only nodded.

      Rebecca didn’t look away, though David knew she couldn’t see him. She didn’t say they should quit talking, because Rebecca wasn’t stupid. It didn’t matter what they said now, David knew the truth. Rebecca wasn’t quitting, even though he’d let her live. She was coming for him, to stop him and everything they had spent their lives building.

      Rage grew in David, a rage he had perhaps never known. Inside the transport, his eyelids half-shut, sparks still sprung from them. Gray static jumping out like grease on a hot skillet.

      Come then, he thought. Come and die, Rebecca, and bring your two friends with you. You can all die together if you won’t wait for the Unformed to come.

      If there were other forces at work, things not thought of or outright denied, David did not care in the slightest. He would kill them all. Anything coming for him would feel his wrath, because this time, the Prophet would not be denied.

      It’s not only me you three are concerned about, is it? he thought. No, there’s another, and you can’t hide him from me.

      David saw him clearly, knowing what most scared the girl. Not David, floating outside her transport, nor what Rebecca was telling her.

      The girl was scared for her father’s life, because David was about to snatch it from him.

      David didn’t need to say anything for Sesam to understand what he was thinking. She knew the same as he did. If it was him they wanted, fine. He would kill them soon, but before that happened, he would have the single person this girl loved.

      David left the three women, and he went to his mad followers in the Globe.

      They were draining him, but perhaps they only needed a bit more juice.
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* * *

      The Pope stood over the fallen man, Jackson Carriage, thinking that he was possessed. The Pope knew of the ancient customs regarding exorcisms, as well as how such beliefs had gone out of fashion long, long ago. But as he looked at Jackson, it was the only idea his mind provided.

      He’s possessed. The Devil himself is inside of him.

      The man’s head had turned and was looking up at the glass displays, his face appearing like the skin across it might stretch so far it would simply rip off the skull beneath.

      “What’s happening to him?” Trinant asked from his left.

      Yule looked to Daniel, but the man only stared down and said nothing.

      He won’t say anything, Yule thought. Not to anyone in this room, not as long as it has something to do with his daughter. And this does. This is directly related to Nicki Sesam.

      “Daniel,” he said. “Daniel, what’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” he whispered, though not sparing a glance for the Pope.

      Benten knelt down next to Jackson. He didn’t put hands on him, though—Yule noticed that. He only got closer to the fallen man.

      “Daniel,” Yule said harder. “What’s happening? We need to know.”

      Finally, Daniel looked over to him. “I don’t know.”

      Jackson’s eyes were still looking up at the glass, bulging from their sockets, and his mouth was slowly opening … almost creaking.

      Yule knelt down beside Benton, though he did touch Jackson. He was careful, but he put his hands on either side of the man’s face. He didn’t turn him, but wanted to see if his touch would switch his attention. It didn’t. He gave no notice at all that anyone was near him.

      “Jackson,” Yule said. “Can you hear me?”

      The man’s mouth opened wider, his jaw almost completely unhinged at this point. He looked like some serpent trying to eat a huge beast in one swallow.

      “Jackson,” the Pope said louder.

      Seconds passed with no one saying anything, all staring at this strange looking man incapable of reacting to them.

      Finally, he blinked, and when Jackson Carriage’s eyes opened, whatever had possessed him was gone. No argument on Earth or Heaven could have changed Yule’s mind on that. Something had been there. Jackson blinked, and it was no more.

      Jackson’s mouth slowly closed and his face turned so that he stared up at the Pope. Yule’s hands still held his face. Jackson was breathing heavily in large, steady breaths.

      “What happened?” Yule asked.

      “She saw it,” Jackson said. “She saw what’s happening here.”

      “Who?” Trinant asked from above Yule.

      Carriage didn’t break eye contact with the Pope. “Her. God, or the closest thing to Him.”

      Yule released the man and stood up, turning from the blasphemy but unable to shake it from his ears.

      God, or the closest thing to Him.

      His back to the group, Yule understood nothing of what was happening. He was lost in this sea of confusion, without either stars to guide him or a boat to keep him above the churning water.

      “Your Grace,” the general called from the other side of the room. Yule didn’t turn to look at her, though the emotion in her voice nearly made him. “Something is changing.”

      Yule listened as Trinant’s steps echoed across the room, heading to her general.

      God, this is in your hands. Not mine, nor any man’s, he prayed. What can we do in the face of all this? What can I possibly do except for put my faith in you?

      Yule turned, his eyes blank.

      God, or the closest thing to Him.

      What had they created? And more, what was she doing? Possessing God’s creations, bending them to her will when she was nowhere to be seen.

      Daniel was looking at him, Jackson still lying on the ground, his eyes closed now. His chest still moving up and down in deep breaths.

      Yule turned to Trinant, Benten having already joined her. The two were staring at the screen on Trinant’s desk.

      “What is it?” Yule called.

      Trinant looked up, and then to the large windows.

      Yule followed her gaze.

      The insane soldiers still filled the glass screens, though they had changed. Yule didn’t know when, let alone how. The last time he looked at them, most had carried gray strands on their hands, with many having nothing at all.

      Yule’s mouth opened as he saw the change.

      The strands had crept up their arms, were writhing up their shoulders. The static seemed to be climbing up and down their bodies, attaching itself to more and more of them. Those things alone were terrifying, but that wasn’t what turned Yule’s heart to ice.

      Their eyes did that.

      Their eyes all burned gray, each one of those mad people looking like a replica of the weapon.

      “Yule, get over here,” Trinant called.

      For a second, he didn’t move, remembering his prayer from moments before. Hadn’t he just asked God to save them? Said it was beyond his hands, beyond anyone on Earth’s hands?

      Had God forsaken them? Had He judged Earth the same as He had Sodom and Gomorrah? Because what the Pope now saw, it froze him to the ground he stood on. Rows and rows of gray eyed evil staring straight ahead as if blind, though Yule knew they weren’t. None moved, though that didn’t mean they were blind. They stared straight ahead, all still, but Yule thought he knew why.

      “They’re soldiers,” he said, uncaring whether anyone heard him or not. “They’re soldiers and their general is speaking to them now. Giving them instructions.”
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* * *

      The Pope was about as close to the truth as anyone could have guessed.

      Tidus, of course, wasn’t thinking in such terms. All Tidus knew was that for a while, his focus had slipped, and now he understood that was actually impossible because nothing could slip when the Prophet was in charge.

      He didn’t know what was happening to his body, the gray strands climbing up his arms or the static alive in his eyes.

      The Prophet was speaking, and Tidus listened.

      You are close now, he said. Let nothing stop you. Do not stop, do not slow, do not pause. Whatever is in your way, destroy it or kill it. Before nightfall, the Globe is to be no more, only a burning wreck in the sky for all to see, and realize the Unformed is almighty.

      There was a pause in the Prophet’s voice, though Tidus didn’t move at all. He knew the Prophet wasn’t finished speaking, and he wanted to hear nothing besides his instructions.

      An image flashed in Tidus’s mind, just as it surely did amongst the thousands beside and beneath him. Tidus saw a man in a large room, standing and staring up at large glass displays.

      Kill this man, the Prophet said. Whatever else happens, he is to die.

      Tidus understood and the man’s image solidified in his mind.

      The Prophet left and the group around Tidus started moving again. Had they lost their purpose for a while? Tidus couldn’t remember. It no longer mattered, though, because they were unified now.

      Tidus moved to the front of the group, next to a man whose gray strands were gripping the closed door in front of them. Tidus looked at him, curiously seeing that his eyes were burning gray just like the static flowing from his hands. In fact, the gray seemed to be wrapping around his whole body, and Tidus giggled at that—having absolutely no idea that the exact same thing was happening to him.

      “How much longer?” he asked, the mission clear in everyone’s mind. They didn’t need to discuss anything besides how to accomplish it.

      “An hour,” the man said. “Maybe two.”
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* * *

      Yule had walked across the room to Trinant and Benten. His back was to the windows because he didn’t want to see any more of what was happening.

      General Spyden looked at him as he approached, and Yule vaguely recognized that she saw his despondency.

      The general looked to Trinant, waiting for her permission. Trinant nodded.

      “Here, here, and here,” she said, pointing out three different numbers on Trinant’s desk. “These changed over the past five minutes. The rate at which the attackers were hacking had been dropping steadily over the past few hours, meaning that their upward climb was slowing. It’s rebounded, and then some. Touch points have increased 500% in the past five minutes, and look ….”

      Yule’s eyes followed her finger, and watched a number he didn’t understand climb higher—rapidly so.

      “Those are actual touch points. Where the attackers are hacking our system.” The general looked up at Trinant. “It changes our plan of action. We were basing everything on that continual decrease.”

      “No contingencies if it reversed?” Benten asked.

      Yule looked to him, slowly. He understood what was being said, but was having a tough time believing anyone was taking the general seriously. What did it matter what she said? Contingencies, plans, strategies … these were all just words, and none of them made a whit’s difference to the people on that screen behind Yule.

      It wasn’t that the Pope was losing faith, rather, the opposite was happening. He was beginning to understand with complete clarity that humanity wouldn’t save themselves this time.

      “Of course we have contingencies,” the general said. “They’re just less appealing. Your Grace, I recommend option one.”

      “What is that?” Benten asked.

      Trinant was staring up at the screens that Yule wanted no more part of. “You saw what happened to the First Priest? We do that, but with the entirety of the lower levels. We increase the air pressure inside the Globe, and then the ships that now surround us fire. The air pressure will rip the attackers out the same as it did the First Priest.”

      “Can we do that without harming ourselves?” Benten asked.

      “No,” Trinant whispered, “Of course not.”

      “What will happen?”

      Trinant waved her hand toward Spyden, telling her to explain it.

      “The Globe isn’t designed for such structural damage. It will fall.”

      “How quickly?” Benten asked.

      “It’ll progress, growing faster with each minute. Within ten minutes, we’ll hit terminal velocity.”

      The group was quiet for a few moments. No questions came to Yule, because he thought this all futile.

      “Can we escape within ten minutes?” Benten finally asked.

      “Us in here?” Trinant said, still only staring at the horror behind. “Yes, probably. We’ll have to decrease pressure, hope and pray we can safely get a ship inside this room and then exit again, but most likely—yes … It’s the rest of the Globe. You can’t evacuate them.”

      Yule’s eyes flashed to Trinant, taking his first real interest in the entire conversation.

      “How many people are still alive?” she asked.

      “Last count put us over 100,000,” the general said.

      “So,” Trinant whispered. “We survive and those who follow us die, or we all die together.” Trinant turned to Spyden. “Can you please escort them to another room? I need a few minutes alone to think.”

      Yule’s eyes widened some, but still he remained silent. He glanced to Benten and saw surprise on his face as well, but the Minister kept quiet. What could either of them actually say? They were effectively under Martial Law, whether or not anyone would spell it out. Trinant ruled here, and the head of her military would do exactly as she said.

      “Daniel,” Yule said. “Get Jackson. We’re stepping out for a moment.”

      He spoke calmly, and as he did, his eyes found Trinant’s.

      She was looking at him, too, and the weight he saw inside her … he wouldn’t want to bear it for anything in this world. He nodded, knowing that she might ask his thoughts on the matter, but in the end they weren’t important. It wasn’t his people that would fall.

      Daniel made his way over, Jackson in tow.

      The three of them left, leaving Trinant to consider a simple choice.

      Save herself, or die with her people.
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* * *

      Yule found himself in a much smaller room across the hall, Daniel, Jackson, and Benten with him.

      Yule and Benten sat at a table, Jackson against the back wall, and Daniel leaned against the door, looking down at the floor.

      “What do you think she’s going to do?” Benten asked.

      The Two Ministers had effectively controlled half the world between the two of them, but now neither could really give a single command to anyone.

      “I don’t know,” Yule said.

      “I keep asking myself what I would do,” Benten said, looking down at the table. “And it’s always the same answer, no matter how many ways I look at it. Some people living is better than none at all.”

      Yule nodded, though he stared at Daniel. “I’m just glad none of the True Faith’s Priests are here to give us their opinion,” he said almost absently. He didn’t know what Trinant would choose, and anything he guessed here didn’t matter.

      He looked over at Jackson. The man sat in a chair, his elbows on his knees, and stared at the floor.

      “I think we should talk her through this,” Benten said.

      Yule ignored him, slowly realizing that too much had been happening for his mind to adequately keep up. The Pope was known as highly—if not hyper—intelligent. Yet, the past few minutes, his brain had been shirking its duties.

      Man might not be enough to deal with all of this, but that didn’t mean God wasn’t here with them.

      “What happened in there?” Yule asked, his voice directing toward Jackson Carriage—the man who everyone had overlooked, except perhaps Daniel.

      Yule took on the tone he carried with his Cardinals when they were challenging him, or otherwise doing something he didn’t like.

      He became Pope Pius XX.

      Jackson looked over to him, his eyes appearing lost.

      “In there,” Yule said, pointing at the door. “What happened? Before and after you fell? You said something, and I want to know what you meant. ‘God, or the closest thing to Him.’ What was that?”

      Yule didn’t move, but the rest of the room had grown quiet. Even Benten heard the sound of Yule’s voice and stopped his rumination, turning to look at Jackson Carriage.

      “Huh-huh-her,” the man stammered out. He recognized what he was doing and visibly took control of himself. “Nicki Sesam. She’s … She’s changed, but she’s back.”

      “What do you mean, ‘she’s changed’?” Yule said.

      Even Daniel was silent as Yule commanded both the room and the Church’s subject.

      “Your Holiness,” the thin man started, but then paused for a second and looked down between his feet again. When he spoke, it was a whisper, and Yule wasn’t sure if he was speaking to the Pope, or himself. “This is beyond the sight. What we can do, people like us … we see things. Some of us can do a bit more, but that’s it. She isn’t like us anymore. She doesn’t have the sight. She ….” He paused and then looked up Yule. “There are limits to the sight, Your Holiness. There are no limits to her. Not anymore.”

      Yule was quiet for a moment, not taking his eyes away from the man. He didn’t look to Daniel or Benten, his mind considering only what he was being told.

      Finally, he said, “What did you tell her?”

      “I could hardly say a word, Your Holiness. When she recognized what I was doing, she took control. I think ….” He paused again for a moment. “I told her that her father was safe. That was all I had time for.”

      “Go on,” Yule said. “What happened?”

      The skinny man nodded.

      “She looked through me. Through all of me. I think she saw everything, my entire past right up to that room. She wanted to kill me, because … because she saw my problems. She knew what I am, and she was going to kill me, but,” he looked at Daniel, “he spoke to her, and she stopped.”

      Yule said nothing in the brief pause, knowing to let the man continue on his own.

      “She left me then, and that’s when I fell. Now … I don’t know any other way to say it. I thought she was gone, and that I was free, but something happened. She came back, and that’s when I looked at those screens. I think someone was speaking to her.”

      “What did they say?” Yule prodded.

      “I can’t remember,” he said, shaking his head, and Yule believed him.

      The Pope turned to Daniel then, who was already looking at him.

      Daniel shook his head, but said nothing.

      Yule stood and walked over to him. Daniel didn’t quit shaking his head, tears filling his eyes the closer Yule got.

      “No,” he said as the Pope reached the door. “No, I won’t do it. Don’t even ask.”

      Yule stopped short of placing his hand on the man. “What other choice is there, Daniel? You heard them in there. Another hundred thousand dead. We might survive, true, but are you going to put those who die on your shoulders? Are you willing to walk around with that weight for the rest of your life?”

      Daniel, eyes full of tears, looked at Yule. “If it means my daughter lives, then that’s fine with me. I’ll carry it forever. I’m not asking her to come here. I’m not asking her to save me, or anyone else. I’m not putting her in harm’s way ever again.”

      Yule nodded, seeing the truth that Daniel refused to. If he had thought this was out of man’s control minutes before, he had been wrong. Confused. Lost in the haze of so many ideas coming at him at once. There would be no light shining from the heavens that fell on this Globe, nor on the rest of the world. That’s not how God worked, not anymore at least.

      “Daniel, we thought things had changed,” Yule said. “We thought that we had won, but we haven’t. We thought that we didn’t need your daughter, but we do. Maybe we always did.”

      Daniel only shook his head again.

      “We need her right now. Not you and I, because we’ll probably survive. But the other 100,000 people won’t. And Daniel, when we get out of here, what do you think is happening in the rest of the world? The Black has returned, if it ever went away. Maybe Its weapon, too. You and your daughter can’t hide from It. You can’t shield her, and you can’t shirk your duty.”

      Yule was whispering, his voice perhaps able to be heard by the others, but not well.

      “You love her,” he said. “I know it, but you can’t hide her if she could save the human race. You know that.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Daniel asked. “You want me to tell her that the same people who’ve hunted her, tried to kill her, who almost did kill her, want her to come back?”

      Yule held Daniel’s eyes for a second and then looked to the floor.

      “I’m not asking you to make her a sacrificial lamb. I don’t know if I would ask that of you, even if the Lord commands it. What I’m asking is for you to explain the situation to her, and then let her make her own decision.” Yule looked up. “You remember our discussion about humanity. I said you shouldn’t give up, nor judge us too harshly. Well, I’m betting on mankind, Daniel. I’m betting that if you give your daughter the choice, she’ll make the right one. I’m betting that she’ll save the people here, and if she can, she’ll stop whatever is happening down below.”

      “I can’t ask her,” Daniel said.

      “You have to,” Yule answered.
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* * *

      Yule and the others were brought back into Trinant’s office shortly. There simply wasn’t much time for longer deliberation.

      “I’ve spoken with Spyden and come to a decision,” Trinant said to Benten and Yule.

      The Pope was quiet, and so was the Constant’s Minister. Yule would wait to hear what the decision was before he brought up the possibility of Nicki. He had already decided that whatever this Minister decided, he was going forward with it. Daniel hadn’t fully submitted, but God hadn’t placed Daniel in this spot for him to buck the Lord’s will at the very end. Yule had to have faith, and while he had very little else right now, he wasn’t going to lose that.

      Trinant continued talking. “We can hold out firing on the Globe until the attackers reach the floor below ours. That’s the absolute latest, though, and General Spyden thinks it leaves our floor open to the possibility of the same fate as those below us. An errant laser, and this floor will be under the exact same air pressure conditions as the others. Still, it’s the latest we can wait.”

      Trinant was quiet. The mirrors to the left were transparent again. The scene with those gray eyed monsters gone, and Yule was glad for it. Sitting in his chair, he looked out the windows, the sun going down outside. A question came to him: Will this be the last sunset I ever see?

      Yule discarded it, almost lifting his hand to wave it away, but catching himself just before.

      No, it wouldn’t be the last sunset he viewed, because God wasn’t done with the world. If Yule doubted that even for a second, all he had to do was remember that Nicki Sesam existed. All of this, the torture of waiting inside here—Daniel thinking his daughter dead and Yule practically forgetting about her—it’d all been for naught, because the woman lived. She was alive and in this world, and that meant God was alive and in this world.

      Perhaps Earth was on fire, but someone who shouldn’t exist—let alone be alive—did.

      This wouldn’t be the last sunset Yule saw, because God still loved the world.

      “I’m going to let them get to that floor,” Trinant said, “and if they break through, I’m going to order the ships outside to fire on them. We will then have 10 minutes to evacuate here, and we won’t attempt saving anyone else, because it’s simply not feasible.”

      She turned and looked out the open windows, quiet.

      “Trinant,” Yule said. “There’s something else I’d like to try first.”

      “Does it have to do with what happened back there? With what happened with the girl?”

      “Yes.”

      Trinant’s silence drew out; Yule felt no panic, no nervousness. His mind was made up, though he knew that really didn’t matter either. The Lord’s mind was all that mattered now, and Yule knew he was simply in line with God’s path.

      “Let me hear it,” she said, “though, I’m going to be frank: I don’t have high hopes for her or it. She has brought nothing but pain to this world.”

      Yule nodded, no one glancing to Daniel on the other side of the room, though without a doubt he had heard the Minister’s words.
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      After the weapon left, the arguing had continued for what felt like an eternity, though in reality, Raylyn knew it to be less than an hour.

      The arguments could be summed up in very simple sentences.

      “We’re going to my father.” That was Nicki’s side.

      “It won’t matter if we save him, when the entire world is lost.” That was Rebecca’s.

      Raylyn sat quietly, though that wasn’t to say without increasing anxiety … something approaching outright panic with each passing minute.

      Because the girl—the young woman—sat there speaking, and all the while her eyes blazed gray.

      Rebecca saw it too. There wasn’t any possible way she didn’t, yet she seemed to pay it no mind.

      Does she know? Raylyn wondered. Does she know her eyes are full of static, just like the weapon?

      Raylyn honestly wasn’t sure, but she doubted it. It wasn’t that Nicki Sesam looked abnormal, but that she looked evil.

      For Rebecca’s part, she didn’t seem to care in the slightest. She sat right across from Nicki, battling each argument with one of her own. It was as if no static existed, and she was only having a conversation with a young lady … Someone not yet wise to the ways of the world.

      You know why, Raylyn thought. Because this woman has sat across from the man who wields his power without discrimination, without hesitation, and without fear. The person in front of her now may hold that power too, but she’s a neophyte. Capable, yes, but Hollowborne has seen fear that few others have, and this young woman doesn’t strike it in her.

      The transport was still flying toward the Nile River, the destination having not been changed. That in itself said a lot about Rebecca Hollowborne. Sitting there next to someone who could literally bring the whole thing crashing down without lifting a finger, and yet Rebecca defied the woman’s wishes.

      “I’m not going there and fighting him,” Nicki said for what felt like the hundredth time. “Not unless I get to my father first.”

      If it was a war of attrition, Raylyn didn’t know who would win.

      “Listen to me. If we stop David, everyone attacking your father dies. Everything they’re trying to accomplish ends. If we don’t stop him, nothing ends. Those people trying to kill your dad will be the least of anyone’s worries.”

      “I don’t care,” Nicki said. “You’re going to take me there, to him.”

      Rebecca grew silent for a moment, finally letting the battle of wills take a slight rest. She looked to the front of the transport, her teeth worrying on her lower lip. A few seconds passed, and then she said, “How did you see it, Nicki? How did you see your father?”

      “What do you mean?” Nicki asked, finally a trace of impatience worming through her voice. “There’s no time to keep talking about this. Every minute that passes, it’s another minute those people are closer to him.”

      Rebecca didn’t seem to notice the change in her tone, didn’t even glance over to her.

      “Humor me, Nicki. Quickly, too, if you’re concerned about your father. Who showed him to you?”

      Nicki grew quiet this time, her gray eyes tilting toward her hands. Rebecca said nothing, only waited.

      “I don’t know. It’s just a voice. I don’t know who she is.”

      “It’s a she?” Rebecca said, still looking forward.

      “Yes.” Nicki nodded.

      “What else did the voice say?” Rebecca was quiet now.

      “She wanted me to wake up,” Nicki said. “To come out of … whatever state I was in.”

      “Did she tell you to go to your father, though? Think. It’s important.”

      “No, but I don’t care. That doesn’t matter. The voice showed me what was happening to him, and so I’m going to him.”

      Rebecca nodded, finally looking back to Nicki, as if making up her mind on something.

      “Nicki,” she started, “if you—”

      Nicki held up a finger, her gray eyes flashing to the back window. Raylyn turned quickly, hoping to everything holy that the weapon hadn’t returned.

      “Is it—”

      “Shhh,” Nicki told her.

      Raylyn slowly turned around and looked at the woman. Her eyes were still alight, staring out the back window. The emotion that one could see through another’s eyes was lost in Nicki, the burning static showing nothing of the thoughts inside.

      Long seconds passed, and then Rebecca said, “What is it?”

      Nicki’s hand dropped to her lap, but still, she didn’t turn around.

      Another minute, and then two—all of it spent in silence as Nicki stared out behind them, seeing the sun cast its golden hue across a world it was leaving for the night.

      “It’s my father,” she finally whispered. She kept her eyes firm out the back window, her face showing nothing of what she thought. “He’s saying if I don’t help, that a lot of people are going to die.”
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* * *

      Rhett watched as David opened his eyes.

      He was sitting next to his Prophet, a damp rag in his lap. The dampness wasn’t from any water they had on the transport, but rather David’s sweat. The panel on the front window read: ETA - 30 mins.

      “David,” Rhett said softly. “Are you okay?”

      He knew the others in the back of the ship were all staring at him, desperately wanting to know the answer.

      David turned, the gray in his eyes having evaporated. His face was pale and drawn, as if he’d somehow lost weight on this short trip.

      “I’m okay,” he said, though no smile crossed his face. “Where are we?”

      “We’re almost there,” Rhett said. “Another 30 minutes or so.”

      David nodded and then turned his head back to the front, resting it on the seat. He didn’t close his eyes, though, and Rhett was thankful for that. He didn’t want any chance of his eyes rolling into the back of his head again.

      “What happened?”

      A small smirk spread over his lips, and he chuckled lightly. “I don’t suppose I can keep it from you anymore. Here, stand up.”

      Rhett did so and David’s chair turned around so that he faced the back of the transport. They did their best to limit their reactions, but Rhett still saw them.

      This was the weakest anyone had ever seen David, and the surprise—despite their efforts—was still apparent.

      David must have seen it, too, because he said, “I’m okay. I promise.”

      He swallowed and sat up some.

      “I was trying to shield you from this, but it’s gone too far.” Again, the smirk, and now Rhett saw sadness in it. As if it might be humorous, but darkly so. David looked out at the four of them—Rhett, Christine, Reinheld, and this pilot whom Rhett didn’t know at all. David looked on and said what Rhett never wanted to hear. What everyone inside this ship had thought was behind them. “I’m dying.”

      Christine’s mouth opened as if she wanted to say something, but it simply remained agape until she brought a hand to it, her eyes flooding with tears.

      Rhett looked at David, his own voice unavailable.

      “I’m dying, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

      Rhett sat down in the chair next to David. “That’s not possible. You’re alive, David. You survived. You’re not dying.”

      Christine left those in the back, walking to her Prophet and kneeling down in front of him. Rhett watched as she took his hand, an unconscious gesture and something so unlike Christine that it was hard to believe … yet, Rhett thought it the most natural thing he’d ever seen her do.

      “You can’t die, David,” she said. “We’re going to bring the Unformed across, and then we’re going to live. Forever. Or at least as long as we can. But you can’t die.”

      “I made a choice before I came back,” David said, looking at Christine. The compassion on his face wiped away any anger he might have shown a day ago. It wiped away any transgression he might have ever committed. “I knew the choice I was making, because it was the only way to ensure we accomplish this. I told you most of it, and I thought I could keep you from the rest of it, but I can’t. To come back … it gave me the powers you’ve seen, and more, but it also means that each time I use them, I weaken. Right now, I’m holding the Ministries at bay, and I hope I can kill them off before the Union. I’m also holding the girl that’s like me at bay. The one I sent you to get, Rhett. But doing that is taking its toll, and that’s what you all just saw.”

      He squeezed Christine’s hand.

      “I’m dying, and that’s okay. Prophets rarely live long lives,” he said and smiled.

      Rhett closed his eyes and leaned his head back on his seat, tilting it upward so that the tears wouldn’t fall down his cheeks. “We’re so close. We’re so fucking close.”

      “And we’re going to finish it,” David said. “There’s too much confusion on the other side. They’re arguing about too much, and we’re almost there. I might not come out on the other side, but you will, and you’re going to see everything you’ve wanted.”

      “I don’t want to see it without you,” Rhett said. “None of us do.”

      Rhett felt David’s hand on his leg, though he didn’t look down to see it. To do so would mean the tears he now kept silent would begin singing their songs, and he didn’t want to do that—not right now.

      “I’m only going to die here, Rhett, on this world. In this body. The choice I made earlier was between joining the Unformed or coming back. I came back. Now, I’ll just be joining the Unformed. I’ll be going home. As long as we complete this, I’ll always be with you.”

      Rhett sighed, it turning into a shudder midway out. A tear leaked from the corner of both eyes, dripping hot down his face.

      “Now, I need you all to hold it together, because time is short, and you have to know what to expect.”

      Rhett wiped at his eyes and grit his teeth, anger rising in him. Anger at Rebecca for creating this damned dichotomy. Anger at the position they were now in, so close to their goal but losing the one who had led them the whole way. He sat up and looked at David.

      “There has to be something we can do. Some way to reverse this or hold it off until the Union. We can’t just sit here and accept it, David.”

      Christine was still at his feet, and she turned to David hopefully, as if Rhett’s rage could somehow stem the inevitability of his words.

      David shook his head. “If there was, I would do it, Rhett. But there simply isn’t. Right now, there are thousands of people climbing up the One Path’s Globe, killing everything they see, and their eyes are burning gray, just like yours did. They’re pulling that power from me, and the well is running dry. There’s enough to finish this, but no more.” He leaned forward and grabbed the back of Rhett’s head, pulling him close so that their foreheads touched. “Come with me this last little bit, Rhett. That’s what I need from you, okay?”

      And Rhett nodded, his head against his Prophet’s.
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* * *

      “No,” Rebecca said. “They don’t know what they’re talking about.”

      She was standing and nearly shaking. These people, all of them, were little more than ants crawling around a hill of dirt—and yet they were trying to challenge a god. They didn’t have a clue as to what they were doing, and their decisions now were about to kill everyone.

      “No,” Rebecca said again, truly unable to find many more words. That was the only one that mattered. No. They weren’t going back to the One Path. They were heading to the Nile and they were stopping David.

      The gray eyed girl was standing too. Nicki Sesam. David’s opposite. The thing the Unformed had feared so badly, and yet she seemed intent on ensuring Its continued existence—at the expense of her entire universe.

      “They need me.”

      “They need you?” Rebecca said. “An hour ago you couldn’t walk without me leading you, and an hour before that, you were sobbing about wanting to be away from all of this. Now, they need you, and you’re ready to run to them. They don’t know what is happening and neither do you.”

      The static inside Nicki’s eyes was growing heavier, though not quite sparking out yet. Rebecca knew the signs, though, even if the girl didn’t. Rebecca could push, but only so far, because eventually, the power inside this woman would come forth and that would be the end of everything.

      An idea occurred, one that perhaps should have come to her long before.

      “Let me talk to them,” Rebecca said.

      She didn’t know exactly how they were communicating with Nicki, only that it was happening—but such communication only went through Nicki, blocking everyone else out. And they didn’t have to do it that way; they could just as easily call this ship they were flying on.

      “What?” Nicki asked.

      “Let me talk to them. Let me explain to them what’s going to happen. Because right now they only see David’s minions coming for them; they have no idea what’s happening elsewhere. Do they even know David’s alive?”

      “I ….”

      And that was the difference between this person and David, though both their eyes carried a static that spoke of untold power. David wouldn’t have stumbled, not even for a moment. He was in control of all, master of everything, and this person here was barely a woman. Sheltered and without a clue as to what was happening around her.

      “They don’t. They don’t know anything that’s happening outside of that globe, and if they use you right now to save themselves, the rest of the world dies. So let me speak to them.”

      Nicki appeared lost, looking at the floor, maybe not even keeping up with all the words Rebecca spewed. “I don’t know—”

      “Give them the ship’s protocol number. They can connect within seconds.”

      Nicki shook her head, looking up. “No. You’re going to talk them out of it, and there isn’t time.”

      She kept venturing back and forth from lost to anger, and the anger truly frightened Rebecca. It seemed more raw than David’s, if that was even possible. It seemed like something was pulling the girl, telling her that such anger was the path she wanted to be on. David would find his anger, but he could always find his way out of it again. Rebecca wasn’t sure this woman could.

      Raylyn stepped forward then, as if appearing out of nowhere. Rebecca had nearly forgotten she was here, Raylyn almost becoming another piece of the ship.

      Yet, she stepped forward and touched Nicki’s arm. Nicki’s head snapped over, her eyes actually sparking then—gray static jumping out of them and dying in the air before her.

      Raylyn pulled away, but only for a second. She seemed to steady herself and then reached forward again, lightly taking Nicki’s elbow.

      “Let them call. It won’t take long. A few minutes, and then I’ll vote whichever way you want to, Nicki. If she talks to them, and you want to go back, I’ll side with you. We’ll go back. Two against one.”

      Nicki stared at her for a second as if not actually understanding the words being said.

      Raylyn looked at Rebecca. “Tell her. If we both say we go to the Globe, then that’s where we go. Democratic vote.”

      Rebecca almost laughed, but stifled it. Democracy, a notion that the Ministries themselves had thrown away thousands and thousands of years ago. What else was Rebecca going to say, though? No? She wouldn’t agree to anything these two fools said? She couldn’t do that, because the anger resting underneath Nicki’s frail exterior was real—and an explosion here would be nearly the same as executing the Unformed’s welcoming party.

      Rebecca nodded.

      “See. So let them call.”

      Nicki said nothing, only turned away from the two of them and walked across the transport. Seconds passed in silence, with Rebecca only staring at her back. She didn’t know what was happening, but she wasn’t concerned with what Raylyn might think or do. The woman was only here because Rebecca hadn’t given her up to David.

      “What’s the protocol number?” Nicki asked.

      Rebecca’s eyes lit green, her nanotech finding the appropriate code. “5-9-6-N-T-Z-4-6.”

      More seconds passed and then a voice vibrated out of the walls. “This is Pope Pius XX. Who am I speaking with?”

      Rebecca’s eyes narrowed, not fully understanding everything that was happening. Had the girl been talking to the Old World’s Minister? Rebecca kept hearing about Nicki’s father, but …

      Never mind, she thought. It’s not important who all she’s talking to. What’s important is getting this ship to the Nile River.

      “I’m Rebecca Hollowborne. I’m the Prophet’s sister. Are you with Nicki Sesam’s father?”

      “I am,” the Pope said. “He’s here now, listening.”

      “Who else is there?” Rebecca asked, wanting to get an understanding of her audience.

      “Trinant One of the One Path and Benten Connor of the Constant.” The Pope paused for a second, and then more tentatively said, “and a Catholic Church acolyte.”

      “Time is running out,” Rebecca said, doing her absolute best to keep from adding on any sarcastic titles. “Are you aware that my brother lives?”

      Silence on the other end.

      “Hello?” Rebecca asked.

      “No. We’re not aware of that. We know there have been revolutions within our Ministries that resemble the Black, but no one has seen the weapon.”

      “He’s alive,” Rebecca said. “And everything that is happening right now is happening because he orchestrated it. There are people in that globe, right? People coming to kill you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what do they look like? Is there any semblance to my brother?”

      “Yes,” the Pope said more quietly.

      “It’s because he’s alive, and now your world is burning, and you all are about to die. There’s only one person on this planet that can save us, and it’s the woman in this ship with me. The one you contacted, asking her to save you. Pope Pius XX, I promise you, and anyone else with you, that if Nicki Sesam returns to that globe, everything you know will die. The only chance of survival, for you and this planet, is if she stops my brother.”

      The transport was silent as Rebecca finished speaking.

      The other two women stared at her, and in that moment, she wished she had her brother’s powers. Throughout her life, she had never wanted such a thing. She’d always been content to watch him rule, knowing the responsibility that came with such gifts. Now, though, unable to make these people listen, she wished her eyes could spark gray and they would all burn—as long as it meant she reached the Nile.

      “Nicki?” it was another man’s voice, someone Rebecca didn’t know.

      “Dad?”

      Rebecca looked at Nicki now for the first time in minutes, having only been concentrating on her own words. Nicki’s eyes were extinguished, returning to their normal color. Emotionally masked for the past hour, tears now swam across them.

      “Are you okay, honey?”

      “Yes. Yes, I’m okay. Are you? Did I hurt you?”

      “No, honey,” the man said. “No, you didn’t hurt me at all. I ….” A sad chuckle sprang from the ship’s walls. “I didn’t want them to contact you, not after the first time. I just wanted you to know that I was safe, and to make sure you were too. I didn’t ever want you to come back here.”

      Rebecca was quiet, not completely sure what sort of conversation was taking place, but also not against what she heard at the moment. Emotional, yes, but the father wasn’t begging for his daughter’s return—and their transport was still heading toward the Nile.

      “Dad—”

      “No, just wait a second, Nicki. Let me finish. The Pope, he sort of convinced me to allow them to reach out, because a lot of people here are going to die. Not just me, but a lot of other people. I still don’t know if it was the right thing to do. A large part of me says it wasn’t, that it isn’t. You’re my daughter and I don’t care what happens to the rest of this world, I just want you to be safe.”

      Rebecca heard tears in the man’s voice, matching his daughter’s eyes.

      “Is this woman telling the truth? Is the weapon still alive?”

      “Yes,” Nicki said.

      “You’re sure?”

      Nicki nodded, though her father couldn’t see it. “Yes.”

      “What about the rest?” he asked. “What about what he’s planning to do?”

      “I don’t know, Dad.”

      “Can she hear me?”

      “Yes,” Nicki said.

      “I can hear you,” Rebecca confirmed.

      “What happens if she doesn’t go down there with you? Don’t try to lie. I’ll know.”

      Rebecca heard the man, almost not believing him. Yet, something in his tone said he wasn’t lying, and that if she didn’t tell the truth, he would be able to tell.

      Which was interesting, if unimportant. Rebecca had nothing to say but the truth.

      “If she doesn’t go, we all die.”

      “Including her?” the father asked.

      “Yes. Everyone, including her.”
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* * *

      Daniel touched the small, digital button on the Minister’s desk. He felt no awkwardness at doing it, completely forgetting the titles of those around him. He was speaking to his daughter, finally, and that was all he cared about. The rest of these people were only tools to enable their conversation.

      The digital button muted the call.

      Daniel looked to the psychopath.

      “Is she telling the truth?”

      The psychopath’s eyes widened, not expecting the question. If Daniel had completely forgotten his societal status amongst these people, the psychopath had remembered his even more fully. He wanted to be unseen and unheard.

      “I … I can’t reach out to her,” he stammered. “You know that. It’s only your daughter. She’s the one with the power.”

      “Shhh,” Daniel whispered and stepped forward, making the Ministers move backward, creating room for him as he went to the psychopath. “Just try. That’s all I’m asking. Do you think she’s telling the truth? Does Nicki have to go there?”

      Carriage looked to his right, to where the Pope stood.

      “No,” Daniel said, his voice still soft. “Don’t look at him. There’s no authority here but you. There’s no one that can tell you no. There’s no one that can say you shouldn’t. For this moment, Jackson, you’re in complete control, and I’m asking you to use what you were born with. I’d do it myself, but I can’t anymore. Just try to see if this woman is telling the truth about my daughter.”

      He saw that the man wanted to look to the Pope again, but he didn’t let his face turn. He kept his eyes only on Daniel.

      “Go on,” he urged. “Just try. If you can’t, you can’t.”

      The psychopath sighed and then closed his eyes. He held them that way for a long time, and the woman on the other side of the conversation chimed in with a “Hello?” at some point, but no one responded. They all waited, looking at Jackson Carriage—a murderer, a psychopath, and the person Daniel had to trust above all others in this moment.

      He opened his eyes. “I can’t say for sure. She doesn’t have the sight, so it makes this little more than a guess, but I think she’s telling the truth. At least, I think she believes she’s telling the truth.”

      “Thank you,” Daniel said, and then stepped back to the button on the table. He didn’t touch it, but looked to Spyden. “How much time until they reach the floor below ours?”

      “Two hours max.”

      No one else said anything, and Daniel thought that’s because they knew they had no power here. They could rant, rave, or throw him out the damned window, and in the end, only he and his daughter mattered. So they were quiet, and he pressed the button on the table.

      “Honey, Nicki, you there?”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “Hollowborne, you there, too?”

      “Yes,” the answer came.

      “How long until you reach that river?”

      “Three hours.”

      “How far away are you from us?” Daniel asked.

      “Two hours.”

      Daniel was quiet for a second, and then asked his last question. “How far away is the weapon from the river?”

      “I don’t know. He might already be there.”

      Daniel nodded, not looking at anyone around him. “Nicki, darling, I need to think for a few minutes. Ten or so. I’ll be right back, okay? I promise.”

      “Okay,” his daughter said, and Daniel could almost see her nodding with tears in her eyes. Looking for some guidance from her father, despite him having none to give.

      “I’ll call you right back,” Daniel said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      He listened as the connection ended, then finally looked to the others. He found Yule’s eyes. “I need a few minutes.”
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* * *

      Daniel walked to the other side of the room, taking a chair and sitting so that he faced the now transparent glass. The sun was almost down, the moon ready for its turn.

      Yule watched him and said nothing as he went.

      “I think we might want to recap what’s happening right now,” Trinant said. “For everyone’s sake.”

      Yule didn’t pull his eyes away from Daniel Sesam as he spoke. “What do you mean?”

      “We originally contacted her to bring her here, and now we’re … what? We’re putting our trust in the weapon’s sister, that his daughter is needed somewhere else, some place away from here? That’s what we’re doing, correct?”

      Yule was quiet for a moment, gathering his own thoughts. Finally, he said, “It does sound a bit crazy, doesn’t it?”

      “What?” Benten asked. “Are you listening to yourself right now? Are you listening to what Trinant is saying?”

      “I hear what you’re all saying. I’m just not sure any of it matters. The only thing that’s important right now is what that man over there believes. Whether he thinks saving us, or sending his daughter to fight some demon is more important. We don’t exist anymore, and maybe none of you have realized that yet. He exists. His daughter exists. And that weapon exists. And whatever happens, it’s up to those three and God.”
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* * *

      Daniel looked out at the darkening world with dry eyes.

      He started out on this path with his wife, her convincing him to shield their daughter from the knowledge of the sight. Some ghastly Ministry program to try and replicate the weapon. To try and produce a weapon of their own.

      That had been two plus decades ago, and now Daniel sat here in a world he never expected to visit, surrounded by people he never should have known, and only wanting to be with his daughter.

      He was dry-eyed because he knew the responsibility falling on him now demanded it. The psychopath told him the woman was telling the truth, and Daniel had thought the same from the tone in her voice. There were any number of other possibilities—one being that she was bringing Nicki to the weapon simply to kill her.

      He didn’t feel it was true, though.

      The woman sounded scared, nearly defeated. Defiant still, refusing to give up, but Daniel thought she saw the end rapidly approaching.

      Nicki has been at the center of this from the very beginning, he thought. You have tried and tried to pull her from it, but no matter what you do, she’s still right there.

      What are they asking of you right now? Be very clear on it. What is it that you have to answer when you stand back up?

      Daniel Sesam had to tell his daughter whether to run or fight. He had to tell her whether to risk her life or not.

      And what have you been doing this whole time? What have you told her since the beginning—tried to force her to do even as far back as that shitty motel when you tried taking her out the back bathroom window?

      Daniel had been running. He’d attempted to remove his daughter from harm. He was her father, and that was his job, if no other. To make sure she lived.

      If this woman is telling the truth, then she can’t live through running, Daniel. If she runs, she dies.

      “Yule,” he called across the room without looking over. “Will you come here?”

      He waited as the Pope came to him, the fact that such a dignitary was answering his call lost on Daniel.

      Yule said nothing as he arrived, only stood at Daniel’s side and stared out the same windows.

      “What would you do?” Daniel asked.

      “I’d ask if that’s a serious question, but I don’t think you’re able to joke much at this moment.”

      “Even now, the apocalypse upon us, your mind won’t stop with the sarcasm, will it?”

      The Pope chuckled. “The Lord loves me, though I don’t feel He showed it when He endowed me with that trait.” There was a brief pause, and then Yule said, “I don’t have children, and I never will. The only advice I can give to you is to look at what God did, as well as what His son did.”

      “Will you tell me?” Daniel said. He felt tears pricking at his eyes, but he thrust them away. He knew the story, but he wanted to hear it from the highest voice in the land. He wanted to hear it from the man supposed to be nearest this god.

      “Yes,” the Pope said, then paused briefly again. “I guess it’s a lot like what is happening right now, if I think about it. They both knew the pain that was to come. Jesus sweat blood and asked that the job be taken from him. In that way, maybe you have it easy, because Nicki will do whatever you tell her. God had to listen to His son beg at first, before finally saying, your will, not mine. Perhaps that’s why He is God and we’re not, because if your daughter were to beg right now, this wouldn’t be a discussion. He is God because He can do the hard things, because they’re the right things. I’m not appealing to your ego right now, Daniel, but you can be god-like, because this will be the hardest thing you’ve done, but it’s also the right thing. That Hollowborne woman isn’t lying. She’s the reason we nearly killed the weapon in the first place. Those people marching up this Globe aren’t imaginary. They’re real. The end of the world is here, and your daughter—impossible but true—is the only thing that might be able to stop it. We wouldn’t be discussing this if you didn’t know it was the right thing to do. God gave up His only begotten son, and now, He’s asking you to do that with your daughter. Not for Him, though. For all of His creations, and maybe that isn’t fair, but I’m not sure fair has much to do with right either.”

      The two were silent, the seconds ticking by. The killers below moving closer, and that weapon, wherever he was, heading to his destination.

      “Thanks,” Daniel said.
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* * *

      “Honey, you there?”

      “Yes, Dad,” Nicki said.

      Rebecca had sat down during the past few minutes, not knowing when the man would connect again—actually hoping he wouldn’t. The only thing Rebecca could hope to control was that this ship landed somewhere near David, whether or not anyone else in the world wanted it to. If the man stayed away, the ship would continue on course. If he returned … Well, Rebecca didn’t know what would happen then.

      He did return, though, just as he said he would.

      “Is there somewhere you can go sit where you don’t have to look at anyone else? I want to just talk to you for a little bit. I know they’ll still hear, but I want to feel like it’s just us.”

      “Give me a second,” she said, and walked past Rebecca without so much as a glance. She went to the front of the transport, moving to the front two seats, her back to the rest of them.

      It was true, Rebecca could hear everything that was said, but if the two of them wanted, they could pretend otherwise.

      “Actually, Hollowborne, I want to speak to my daughter alone. I don’t know anything about these transports, but if you can blast me across the entire thing, I’m sure you can make it so that only she and I can talk.”

      Rebecca was quiet for a moment.

      You used to feel that same love for David, her mind said, lashing her. Where he was all you had, and you all he had.

      “On the right up there,” Rebecca said. “There’s an ear piece.”

      She watched as Nicki reached forward and took the instrument. She placed it in her ear and the speaker system automatically ceased, funneling directly to Nicki.

      Rebecca turned to Raylyn, though she said nothing.

      “It makes you wonder,” Raylyn said.

      “Wonder what?”

      “What if we all loved someone as much as he loves her.”
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* * *

      It was the last time they would speak, father and daughter.

      A knowledge that no two people should ever possess.

      These two couldn’t say for sure that they would never talk again, but even without the ability to see the future, both understood the threats facing them.

      It was as close to a crystal ball as either would ever have.

      “I’m here,” Nicki said, feeling both relief and aching pain. She was talking to her father, uninterrupted and without immediate danger—yet, even that couldn’t change the fate rushing toward them all.

      “Hey,” he said, his own voice full of emotion, and that simply doubled the pain inside Nicki. Tears sprang from her eyes. “What do you want to do, Nicki? I need to hear that.”

      “I want to go home,” she said. “I want to go home and go work in the restaurant. That’s all I ever wanted.”

      “Me too, honey,” he said. “Me too.”

      They were both quiet for a time, neither feeling the need to say anything. The air propulsion system filled the transport with a slight hum, but Nicki tried to imagine she was in the silence of their living room. Her reading the Bible, him the paper.

      “I tried to keep all of this from you, Nicki,” he finally said. “I did everything I could think of to keep you away from it.”

      “I know,” she said, sniffling.

      “But nothing I do amounts to anything at all. Every bit of my efforts, and you’re still where you are, and I’m still where I am.”

      The words came again, those from that woman inside the neon world: Because whatever is happening on Earth, whatever is happening with the Black, none of it really matters in the end. Even the Black is going to wind up facing the creature that put me and you here.

      Wasn’t her father saying the same thing, even if he didn’t know it? That no matter what anyone did, this thing kept moving down a singular path?

      “And now,” her father continued, “everyone says the world hinges on you.” He laughed disbelievingly. “And what are we supposed to do, you and me?”

      Nicki was quiet, tears still hazing her vision, but her mind growing more still. More focused.

      “This sight, or whatever it’s turned into?” her father asked. “Is it real? Is it as powerful as everyone says?”

      Nicki nodded. “Yeah, I think it is, Dad.”

      “Can you stop him? The weapon?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Again the silence … and again Nicki saw the woman in that neon lined house. She’d been sitting there for untold years, a woman who denied God, and now said all things bent to God’s will. Whether or not you wanted to. Because God was God, and you were not.

      “I can’t say to go, Nicki,” her father said. “But I can’t tell you not to either. All I can say is I love you, and that you being my daughter has been the best part of my life. Better than your mother, even. You have to make this decision, what you want to do, and whatever that is, I’m fine with it. If you want to go down there and fight the man, then do it. If you want to come here and wipe this Globe off the map, then do that too. Or if you just want to leave, to give it all up and hope for the best, then you have my support, Nicki.”

      There was a pause, and she heard him cry into whatever phone he was using. A brief, heartbreaking thing, but something he couldn’t hold back.

      “I love you, Nicki,” he said, sounding like he was wiping his face with the back of his hand.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      “I don’t want to know what you do, though, Nicki. I just want to know that you’re going to be happy with whatever decision you make.”

      “Dad,” she said, but found she had no other words.

      “I’ve got to go, Nicki. I’ll see you when this is done, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said with tears streaming down her face. Nicki stared forward seeing nothing of the world around her. “I’ll see you, Dad. I’ll see you soon. I love you. I love you. I love you.”

      She didn’t know she was saying it over and over, only feeling like if she stopped, she would never speak to him again.

      “I love you too, honey. More than you’ll ever know.”

      And then Daniel Sesam let his daughter go.
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* * *

      Rebecca watched as Nicki took the ear piece out and placed it back in its holder. She heard nothing else coming over the speakers though, meaning the connection was terminated.

      Nicki didn’t move. Rebecca hadn’t been able to hear any of their conversation, not a single shed tear—if there were any. All she knew was that the transport was flying in the same direction.

      “Nicki?” she said.

      The girl didn’t move, just sat there staring straight ahead.

      Rebecca went forward, walking across the transport to the front. She peered over the small separator to where Nicki sat. The girl still didn’t turn around. Rebecca could see tears on her face.

      “What did he say?” Rebecca asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re going to the Nile River.”
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      “What was that?”

      Yule watched as Daniel turned from the question, paying it no mind. He kept watching as the man started across the room, his head down.

      “Stop where you are and answer me,” the One Path’s Minister called from her desk.

      Daniel didn’t listen, gave no sign that he even heard her directive.

      “I’ll have you detained,” Trinant said.

      Daniel only went to his spot across the room, sitting down where he could watch the sun finish its descent.

      “Take him,” Trinant said to her general.

      “No,” Yule spoke, his voice not loud but his word firm. He looked from Daniel to Trinant. “Don’t.”

      She raised her eyebrows, and Yule knew the boundary he had crossed. A foreign Minister commanding another in her own Ministry. He could be detained himself, though he didn’t care at his point.

      “What did you want him to say, Trinant?” Yule asked. “Did you want him to call her here, or tell her to go there? What exactly did you think we would get out of that conversation?”

      She looked at him, her lips in thin lines, but said nothing.

      “He did the only thing he could. He told her to make the decision, and she knows the magnitude of it. You just want control over this, Trinant, and there is none to have. That’s what he’s understanding, and it’s what you’ll have to realize sooner or later.” He turned to stare at Daniel again, and when he spoke, it was barely above a whisper. “We’ve done everything we can. Our fate, and the world’s, will be decided by others.”

      Yule left the Ministers then and walked over to Daniel Sesam. He sat down on a chair next to the man and watched the sunset. Neither said a word.
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* * *

      The transport lowered from the sky at a slow and steady pace.

      Rhett stared out at the world around him, seeing the Nile for the first time. He’d known of it—all of David’s followers did. The river lay in front of him, growing larger as the transport descended straight down. Beneath the water was a doorway that only the Prophet could access.

      That only David could access.

      Rhett knew Veritros had come here 1,000 years ago.

      And now it was David’s turn.

      The river flowed uninterrupted, having no idea what was to come, nor what it held inside. A doorway to gods.

      Christine stood next to Rhett, looking out the transport’s window too. Reinheld and the pilot were on the other side; only David remained sitting.

      “It’s beautiful,” Christine said.

      Rhett nodded, himself in a sort of awe. They were finally here. All the years behind them, all the miles traveled, all the people lost. It was for this.

      Rhett scanned the entirety of the river. There were huts sporadically across it, but for the most part, the bank was barren.

      “They never rebuilt after Veritros,” he said, mostly to himself. “They just left this place forever.”

      The transport gently touched down on the ground, the air propulsion system shutting off and a weighty silence replacing it. No one spoke.

      David stood, and the rest stepped back unconsciously, making room for him. He walked to the transport’s door, though not opening it.

      Rhett saw no one across the river’s bank. There was almost nothing here at all—shacks and then the water rushing endlessly before them. David had done this perfectly. The world wasn’t here, everyone tied up in war somewhere else, most likely unaware the Prophet even lived, and now he stood at the only place that mattered.

      Without fear of interruption.

      “Would you two please step out?” David said, looking at Reinheld and the pilot.

      “Of course,” one of them said, though Rhett wasn’t sure who.

      The transport’s door opened and they exited, hot air tumbling inside as they did. It swarmed over Rhett like tiny insects, inescapable and covering him. Sweat almost immediately appeared on his forehead, yet he hardly noticed it.

      His eyes were only on David.

      The two outside the transport continued walking, clearly not wanting to hear whatever was about to be said.

      David turned to them after a few more moments, his back to the river.

      “For whatever transgressions I’ve made against you, I apologize, and ask your forgiveness.”

      Rhett didn’t look to Christine; he simply went down on his knees, only recognizing once there that she was next to him. Both kneeling with heads bent at their Prophet’s feet.

      “If there has been failure,” Rhett said, “it’s on our side.”

      David knelt down, a bit slower than Rhett and Christine, and the three were then in a circle. Rhett looked up, seeing David’s eyes. David’s eyes, not the gray static of the Unformed.

      “Then we forgive each other,” he said. “I love you both, and you have made this life inexplicably wonderful. If I don’t see you at the end of this, I promise that I will see you again when you enter the Unformed. We are not separating, we are but following different paths to the same destination.”

      Rhett and Christine both nodded. The time for tears was done, and there were none in David’s eyes either. They were soldiers, all of them, and the job they had come to do was nearly finished. The war they had waged nearly over.

      “I love you, too, David,” Christine said.

      Rhett nodded. “I love you.”

      David grabbed the back of both their heads and brought the three close, their foreheads touching. The last time they would be so close.

      When the Prophet stood, the others did as well, and the three warriors walked onto their battlefield, unknowing of the pain rapidly approaching.
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* * *

      Nicki had told Rebecca Hollowborne to go to the Nile River and now she rode in silence. Less than a half hour had passed, but a pressure was growing inside of her. It centered in her chest, and seemed to be expanding outward, as if unaware or not concerned with the organs it pressed on.

      She knew the pressure meant something was happening outside of her, and if she looked in herself, she would see the gray static swelling right there—ready to burst.

      Her father had said do what she wanted.

      The woman—Laurel—had said it didn’t matter what she wanted, that something was moving them around like chess pieces. She could no more stop this movement than she could the rise and fall of the sun.

      The people outside of here all wanted different things … or rather, they wanted different paths to the same goal: safety.

      And the voice inside her? It was quiet now. It had wrenched her from a self-imposed coma, and now said nothing as the ship hurtled forward. Nicki had to take that to mean she was doing what the voice wanted.

      She was heading to the dark man. He had been there first, in the restaurant when the fire rushed over her, burning her alive. He’d been on the side of the road when Nicki fled the Church’s men, and again when the transport fell, and yet again in the sky building.

      He had been there over and over, always seeing, always watching—but never speaking. Never a word passed between the two of them, though they were somehow connected.

      Laurel would say God connected them.

      “Rebecca,” Nicki called.

      She listened as the woman stood and came to the front.

      “Yes?”

      Nicki didn’t care if she sat or not, she only wanted to talk for a few minutes. She understood better than anyone that time was running short. The pressure in her chest was growing. She thought that Laurel might be right and wrong. Perhaps something was hurdling them forward, but Nicki also believed she could get off the unseen train if she wanted. She could let that pressure rip forward and simply kill her and everyone around her. The unseen train couldn’t stop that.

      And yet, as long as she was here, the train would keep going—and it was nearing its final stop.

      “Your brother. Can I stop him?”

      Rebecca moved slowly, gracefully, to the seat next to Nicki.

      “I’m not going to lie,” she said. “I don’t know. A month ago, I would have said no way. That nothing could stop David. The only reason I came to find you was because I had no other option. I do know the Unformed fears you, or at least wants you dead, but perhaps those come to the same … Whether or not you can, Nicki, you’re all that’s left. There is literally nothing else.”

      “Will you tell me what he’s like?”

      “What he’s like, or what to expect?” Rebecca asked.

      “What he’s like.”

      Nicki didn’t turn to look at the woman as she spoke, but she heard a shift in her tone. Thoughtful? Yes. Longing? Perhaps.

      “He believes,” Rebecca said. “Fully. Nothing else matters to David; he may love those that follow him, but his purpose was defined long before this.”

      “Do you love him?” Nicki asked.

      “Yes.”

      “But you want me to kill him?”

      “There is no other way. He won’t bend. He will only break.”

      Nicki was quiet for a second, then said, “He’s close. He might already be there.”

      Rebecca looked at her. “Can you see him?”

      “If I want to, I can. He and I are … we’re connected now. Almost constantly. I didn’t recognize it earlier, but I do now. He’s probably known I was back for some time, since I first appeared in the building.”

      Rebecca shook her head, and her voice shuddered when she spoke. “We’re too late.”

      Nicki went to her well, the one filled with static and brimming over—creating the pressure in her chest. Her eyes lit gray and suddenly she was no longer in the transport.

      She stood on the banks of a river she had never seen. It stretched for miles in each direction, though Nicki knew that didn’t matter.

      A ship sat further back, and in front of her were five people.

      David Hollowborne was in the middle, his back to her, and only feet from touching the river.

      He turned around and the two looked at each other. His eyes weren’t gray and Nicki saw that she was blackness to him, just as he had always been to her.

      They stared for a few more seconds, Nicki looking at her fate.

      And then, the Prophet’s eyes blazed with static.
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      Nicki drew back into the transport, her eyes still glowing.

      “There’s no more time,” she said, turning to Rebecca. “If you stay here, you’re going to die.” She looked to Raylyn who sat in the back. “Both of you.”

      Nicki was calm, a steadiness possessing her that she couldn’t fully explain. It was as if she’d finally stepped into the front of that unseen train and simply sat down next to the conductor. It was as if the seat had a sign on it which read ‘Nicki’, and now that she was in it, she was where she should be.

      “What do we do?” Rebecca asked.

      “You come with me, or you die here, but we are out of time.”

      “Not much of a choice,” Raylyn said from the back, her voice shaking.

      “Bring us, then.”

      Gray static exploded from Nicki’s eyes, and it swept out across the transport, obliterating it immediately. The static didn’t stop, though, but swept over the entire sky. Anyone outside, anywhere, saw the world turn the color of the Unformed. A gray that only meant death for all who took its mantle.
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* * *

      We will see Veritros once more now, and then like so many others in this story, leave her to wherever she may fall.

      And that is just as well, because Rachel Veritros had finally found whatever happiness could be afforded her any longer.

      She had fought for a short while, and then simply watched for a time almost unimaginable. Then again, she had fought, though using different means, and finally, in the last moments of her existence, she watched once more.

      Rachel Veritros let go of her fight, of her need to defend, because she finally saw what others only thought might be occurring. She saw the truth—the only one that had ever been, or would ever be: we play in something else’s playground, and though it may love us, it can keep that playground open, or close it whenever it pleases. It is best to simply enjoy playing while one can.

      Rachel Veritros watched the two warriors head to battle, both born for it, but one dragged along the entire way while the other rushed toward his destiny.

      She watched, and finally felt happiness, because what else could one feel, when acceptance was the only thing available.
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* * *

      “She’s coming.”

      Rhett heard the words leave David’s mouth, but nearly as soon as he spoke them, the sky turned the same color as David’s eyes. No clouds, no blue, only burning static as if some strange fire had not only lit, but now burned on every bit of available oxygen.

      He lost track of what David said, or really where anyone else was. All Rhett could focus on was the static, an electric heaven he had never imagined before.

      “Is it the Unformed?” he asked, not knowing who he was talking to, but unable to think of anything else that might cause such magnificence.

      Wind, seemingly from nowhere, ripped around Rhett, tugging at his clothes and whipping his hair across his head.

      “Back,” David said. “All of you get back inside the transport.”

      Rhett didn’t know what was happening, but he looked to his right and saw David’s hair rushing forward just like his own. Only he wasn’t staring at the space in front of him, but up in the air. Rhett followed his gaze, the others near him doing the same.

      Three forms were descending from the sky. Gray static wrapped around each of them, cocooning them inside as it lowered.

      “Now,” David said, his voice a deadly whisper yet still rising above the wind.

      Rhett didn’t hesitate any longer, but reached for Christine’s arm and started back pedaling, his eyes never leaving the descending figures. Those on the left and the right were wrapped like mummies, but the one in the middle, the gray only danced across her.

      Rhett could see her eyes.

      Static, just like that around her, just like that raging in David’s own eyes.

      Rhett reached the transport, stepping inside the open door with Christine at his side. The other two were running, having stopped looking into the sky and simply turning to make the transport before …

      The war, Rhett thought. Veritros fought mankind. David will fight her.

      The middle figure paused, and the other two continued their controlled descent. They landed, and as they did, the static covering all three fell away.

      It was the same young woman Rhett had gone to, had tried to kill. Her short, blond hair and thin frame hung in the air as easily as David had ever done, and her eyes carried the Unformed’s blessing—that gray which spoke of unimaginable power.

      Rhett watched his Prophet rise into the air.
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* * *

      Nicki saw him come, his brilliant eyes broadcasting death.

      Nicki did not waste any thoughts about those beneath her. She was in a place she never wanted to be, controlling a power she didn’t understand, but this was where the train stopped, and she had never stepped off.

      Something had propelled her this far, and Nicki wouldn’t deny it now. She floated in the sky, and was about to face a creature who had mastered this power long years ago.

      Yet, at the same time, she felt like any great artist who sat down at their easel for the first time. She felt at home in this gray static, the well having spilled over and now possessing her completely.

      The Prophet stopped his rise, 100 feet from her.

      Static lines encircled his hands, and he paused, staring at her.

      His lips moved, and the words were in her ears as if his mouth were next to her face.

      “Did you know? Did you always know?”

      She shook her head. “No … I don’t think anyone knows where they’ll end up.”

      “You can leave,” he said, his words traveling that impossibly long distance even as wind pushed and pulled across the expanse.  “You can leave now, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure you survive what comes next. There’s no need to die here.”

      “I can leave?” Nicki said, with a sad laugh. “I wish that was true. I really do.”

      The Prophet stared for another second, no longer a dark image, but in the flesh.

      And then the sky—in all of its horrific beauty—attacked Nicki.
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* * *

      “No,” Rebecca whispered. “Oh, blessed Unformed, no.”

      How had she ever thought this girl might have a chance? How had she come all this way, bringing someone barely into adulthood, to face David?

      Rebecca stood on the ground, Raylyn having rushed to her side the moment they both touched down. She knew Rhett and Christine were here, further down the bank inside the transport, but she never even looked at them. Her eyes were fully focused on the sky.

      The two had hung there for a minute—so brief, and in those few seconds, Rebecca thought they might have been equals. That perhaps David was frightened, because he didn’t move toward her. He simply looked on.

      And then hope died.

      The sky fell, and David didn’t move a muscle.

      Gray static surged down like mutant lightening. They fell in only one direction, at Nicki Sesam. A large tunnel jutted it out, thinning as it went down, and wrapped itself around her body. It tightened around her with bone crushing strength, and smaller strands broke free from the static, whipping at her exposed flesh. Over and over they came down, slashing across her face and arms.

      Rebecca saw blood sizzling against the static as the strands’ beating intensified.

      The girl’s eyes still burned gray, but Rebecca saw she could do nothing. David hung in the distance, still not moving, only gazing with those haunting eyes.

      Far, far from either of the two, Rebecca saw a massive, static filled drop fall from the sky. It paused in the air for a second, hesitating, looking like some sort of moon. Rebecca knew what it meant: death for Nicki … and then death for the universe.

      The strands continued striking down and the static orb started forward. Slowly, containing mass that couldn’t immediately move at great speeds, it came. Heading directly toward Nicki.

      “Stellan died for you, you fucking bitch. Now it’s your turn.”

      Rebecca heard the words, turning the moment they reached her ears.

      She turned just in time to see an object break her face.
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* * *

      As above, so below.

      A war raged in the sky, and now Rhett would do what David hadn’t been able to. He might have allowed his sister to live, but Rhett wouldn’t. He hadn’t even said anything to Christine; he had simply gone to the back of the transport, rummaged in a toolbox, and brought out the lengthiest pipe he could find.

      If the toolbox hadn’t been there, he would have used his fist.

      Rhett didn’t look up at the sky, nor at the water rushing along his right. He didn’t hear the wind whipping by his ears. His senses focused on only one thing, the person who nearly murdered his Prophet—the man that gave them purpose.

      Rebecca was staring into the sky as he marched—head slightly down—right to her.

      He started speaking about two feet from her, rearing his arm back as he did, the pipe extending further into the air.

      “Stellan died for you, you fucking bitch. Now it’s your turn.”

      He watched as she turned, her movement eerily like David’s, and then brought the pipe forward. It smashed across her left cheek, splitting the flesh and sending blood spurting across her face and into the air.

      He heard a slight scream, though whether Rebecca or the woman next to her made it, he didn’t know.

      Rebecca collapsed to the ground. Her eyes were fluttering, but her hand was at her face, meaning she wasn’t unconscious—and that was what Rhett wanted.

      He pointed the pipe forward at Brinson. “You interfere, you can die too.”

      The woman only stared at him, confusion reigning in her eyes.

      Rhett looked for a second longer, deciding she was no threat, and then bent over Rebecca.

      “He might love you, but I don’t.”

      He grabbed her right arm and ripped it backward, forcing her onto her back, and then knelt down with one knee on either side.

      He grabbed the pipe with both hands and then brought it down on her throat, though not pressing hard. Her eyes were still fluttering as blood flowed freely down her cheek.

      “Look at me, Rebecca. Look at me right fucking now.” Rhett took his right hand off the pipe and slapped her across the open wound. Rebecca’s eyes flared open. “There. There you go,” he said, pressing the pipe back down on her neck. “I want you to see this, Rebecca. I want you to know it was me that killed you. I’m not going to hide behind Ministries or even David. You’re going to look me right in the eye while I do it.”

      Rhett looked up for a second, toward the girl. She was a bloody rag, and Rhett didn’t know how she was still alive. He turned around slightly, too, finally noticing the river. Steam was rising from it and he thought it was just about ready to boil.

      “Look around, Rebecca. See everything very clearly, even through that swollen eye. You lost. Whatever you wanted to stop, you didn’t have a chance. That girl up there? She’s nothing. You down here? You’re nothing.”

      He was quiet for a second, not pressing down too hard, letting her take in what he’d just seen.

      “Okay,” Rhett said. “Now you know.”

      And then he pushed the metal pipe down, smashing it against her wind pipe. Her hands when to it, weakly, trying to press back, to move him at all, but there was nothing she could do.

      Her face first turned red, and then purple, and Rhett kept pressing, knowing that death was soon.

      “YOU DID THIS!” he screamed. “YOU DID IT TO US! YOU COULD HAVE BEEN HERE! YOU COULD HAVE BEEN WITH US!” The last word was a shriek that rose above the whipping wind and angry water. It swirled through the air like a mad bird, raging on amphetamines with its only goal to pick the eyes of every living creature.

      “I love you,” the woman beneath Rhett said, spit flecking onto her lips. “I’ll always love you.”
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* * *

      David didn’t move. He remained in the same place, feeling the static sky as if it was another appendage. This woman, barely an adult, had come to stop him without understanding anything at all.

      She was still alive, though her flesh in tatters and a fine mist of blood hung around her. David could see it even from this distance.

      He floated forward slowly. Time was nearly done for this woman. The final blast was still in the distance yet, but the speed was increasing with each second. In a minute, she would no longer exist.

      As he moved closer, he took her in—or what was left of her. Was it arrogance that brought her here? This young woman, thinking she could somehow make a difference? David had felt her power, yes—and perhaps even feared it some—but to wield it was something else entirely.

      She saw it now.

      Without a doubt.

      She had been pretty and graceful when she first dropped from the sky, but now her flesh was ragged and her body broken. David could feel the shattered bones beneath her clothes, and the thick cord of static wrapping around her squeezed tighter against them. Cracked things rubbing against one another. If he placed her down now, she wouldn’t be able to stand at all, but would simply collapse the moment her feet touched ground.

      She was alive, but David thought that only because of the gray in her eyes. It was the only thing keeping her body from dying.

      David reached her. The gray mass was coming now, rolling forward across the air, and soon—very soon—it would destroy this person.

      Her name was Nicki Sesam and David took her in fully. The thin gray strands ceased their whipping, and he looked at a woman shredded. Strings of skin hung from her face, her arms. Raw, bleeding meat stared back at him. Her scalp, which had been full of blonde hair, was now in strips. Hair attached to flesh hung from the side, a grand strand having ripped it off.

      “You should have left,” he said. “I would have made sure you lived. You didn’t deserve this. You have no place in this. Don’t you see that? You never did.”

      The girl only stared at him and David wondered if she could see him at all. If she could hear anything he said at all, or if she was far past that.

      It didn’t matter any longer.

      “Perhaps we’ll see each other soon. My time isn’t long here either. Perhaps we’ll both go to the Unformed.”

      And that was all he could do for the girl.

      With blazing speed, David flew backward, his arms spread in the air.

      The massive drop that had fallen from the sky enveloped Nicki Sesam, washing across her like a wave does a sandcastle. It slowed as it continued moving, until it finally came to a stop a short distance from where the girl had been. She was no more. David stared on for another second, not yet wanting to vanquish the sky nor the static orb in front of him.

      Let it stay, he thought. Let it all stay, and when the Unformed arrives, this will be Its parade.

      David lowered himself to the ground, turning to the river as he did.

      People were to his left and right, but they no longer mattered. David took a step, stumbled, and then straightened. He took a deep breath, and when he released the air, he coughed blood onto the dirt in front of him. It sat there atop the brown grit, telling him exactly what was happening.

      You’re dying, Prophet. Bring forth your God, and then be done with it all.

      David wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, not looking at the blood smeared there. He went forward, gray spreading from his eyes and wrapping around his body. It spread over his clothes and skin alike, protecting him from what was to come.

      Rachel Veritros had lowered into the river from high above, but David simply floated over the top, inches above the boiling liquid.

      David Hollowborne, creature of pain and anger, finally reached his destiny. It was truthfully all he ever wanted, and he had finally achieved it.

      The Prophet dropped inside the river and the world saw him no more.
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* * *

      Pain wasn’t a word that could accurately describe what Nicki Sesam felt. It might have been like saying the blind were in darkness, but that was only how those with sight might try describing it.

      Darkness might be the correct word, but it did nothing for the totality of the blind’s experience. Its unendingness. Its infinite nature.

      That was Nicki Sesam’s pain.

      She had heard the dark man’s words—Hollowborne’s. He told her to leave, and she’d only laughed at him, because it showed how little he knew. She couldn’t leave. She could do nothing but ride the train until it stopped in front of him, that or have jumped off long before.

      But it was too late to jump off, and so she laughed, then foolishly acted as if she was ready for battle.

      He acted with speed that almost couldn’t be seen. Nicki tried to stop it, she truly did. She tried countering, tried calling on the gray above her, the gray within her—gray anywhere that she could find it.

      The gray light was not hers, though, and if it had ever been, then she’d only borrowed it. No matter how much she struggled to take hold of the light, it would not obey. Powerful she may have been, Nicki was brought low in a single moment.

      And then the pain poured on. She felt her bones snapping like brittle glass. Not only major ones like her femur, but everything down to the tiny structures inside her hands. The large static cord wrapped around her like an octopus’s tentacle, squeezing tight and crushing her. She felt sharp objects—things that should not be there—slicing into vital organs.

      Blood poured from her mouth, but it could only be seen for a few seconds, because the smaller cords attacked next. None wrapped around her—no, they slapped at her, long strings hanging from the sky.

      Smack.

      Smack.

      Smacksmacksmack.

      They came so rapidly, with such little time between each lash, it felt as if there was no break between them. No time separating one from the other.

      Her skin practically fell from her body; her internal organs bled.

      And yet, Nicki lived. Impossibly—but what about any of this had ever been possible?

      None of it. Not a single bit. And so the pain consuming her was allowed to reign and her body not allowed to die.

      Tears fell from her eyes, just as bloody as the strips of flesh hanging from her cheeks.

      No words.

      Barely any thoughts.

      And pain. Glorious, unforgiving, unimaginable pain.

      The dark man came to her whispering words that she couldn’t focus on, nor possibly answer. Words that whisked by her ear, meaning nothing. This pain was now God and it said all else must bow.

      When the static orb smashed into her, rushing across her like an ocean wave, Nicki didn’t see it coming—and though she couldn’t think enough to hope—had she been able to, it would have been for death.

      Death did not come, though.

      Nicki saw nothing but static, her body a broken and beaten thing, but death was not allowed. Not yet.

      The gray consumed her completely, and the pain …

      … stopped.

      Nicki blinked, not understanding. The cord holding her was gone, and she collapsed to her knees. She opened her mouth to scream, but only gray static poured from her mouth—no noise, no sound at all. Just static like bees, flowing freely and spilling into the space …

      Nicki looked around her.

      This wasn’t space.

      This wasn’t gray static, and as Nicki looked down, she saw nothing pouring from her mouth.

      She stared at her hands—what had been tattered, broken things were now the pale, untouched white of her entire life.

      She wasn’t in a static cloud of death, nor draped with wretched, bleeding skin, but instead in her house, her home, wearing her restaurant uniform.

      “Hey, Nicki.”

      She was on her knees in the kitchen, and her head jerked up at the sound.

      “Mom?”

      Her mother was leaning against the kitchen counter, looking as perfect as Nicki could ever remember. She wore …

      A yellow dress.

      Impossible.

      Just like everything else, because Nicki remembered that yellow dress.

      It had always been her favorite.

      “Kind of.” Nicki’s head jerked to the voice on her right. Her father stood at the kitchen doorway. “But not really. I know that probably doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

      Nicki was lost, still on the floor and unable to find a single word.

      “Come on, get up, honey,” her mother said, stepping across the room, her yellow dress moving with her hips. She reached down and took both of Nicki’s hands in her own, and then slowly—delicately—lifted her. “Let’s sit down.”

      Nicki was led to the kitchen table, then placed in a chair.

      She watched her father walk across the kitchen and to the cupboard where he first grabbed a bowl, and then a box of cereal. She read the name off the box—Priest Pops (they’d always been his favorite)—and then watched as he went to the refrigerator to get milk.

      Nicki’s eyes went to her arms, appendages that had been bloody hunks of meat only moments before.

      “We know,” her father said. “It’s a lot. But, we wanted to talk with you for a moment.”

      Her mother pulled out a chair from the kitchen table and sat down in it. “Some would call this deus ex machina, but that’s only because they haven’t been paying attention.”

      “God from the machine,” her dad said as he poured the milk into the bowl. He turned around and leaned against the counter, bowl in one hand, spoon in the other. “Here to resolve an impossible situation, like the one Earth is currently facing.”

      Nicki’s head whipped around, expecting to see the Prophet and the river.

      “It’s okay, honey.” Her mother reached forward, placing a hand on top of Nicki’s. “You don’t have to worry about that right now.”

      Her dad dipped the spoon into the bowl, pulled out a bite and put it in his mouth.

      “I suppose we are and we aren’t your parents. We’re just as much you too, and those blessed people down there acting foolish. We could take this down some existential pathways, but that’s not why we came.”

      Her mother shook her head, agreeing with her husband.

      He took another bite, and then continued. “The thing he serves, it’s … outside of our will, I guess. That’s what Laurel was trying to tell you, in her own way.”

      “Your will?” Nicki asked, finally a question coming to her lips.

      “Yes. That’s probably the simplest terms we can put it in.”

      “You’re God?”

      “We really can’t say one way or another on that,” her father answered. “People might consider us God, in the same way very young children might consider their parents God. But, perhaps there is more out there. Who knows?”

      He took a bite of the cereal as if the question was perhaps the least important thing he’d ever considered.

      “Honey,” her mother said. “We wanted to talk with you for a minute.”

      Her father nodded. “Yup. Normally we wouldn’t come here like this, but we thought we owed you something.”

      “Our will is important, but it’s not the only thing that matters. We can set things in motion, and we can try to keep them rolling, but eventually, other wills matter too.”

      “That creature coming here now, for one. We wanted nothing to do with it, but there it is, trying to consume the whole damned universe.” Her father shook his head.

      Her mother turned around and looked at him, displeasure at his language across her face. After a second, she came back to Nicki. “Only those without a good grasp of the English language use such base words … The point that I’m trying to make is, other wills come into play as well. If ours is so strong, it’s only because we see further out. Still, all of this could have been stopped if you hadn’t kept going, or made different choices. Like killing the man who came to your house, for one. And that’s why we wanted to speak with you.”

      “You came through a lot to get here, and you just kept coming, darling.”

      Her father was staring at her now, the nonchalance completely gone. Nicki saw … love, and maybe a sense of reverence as well.

      “Our will would have been meaningless if you didn’t keep going, and we actually thought you might not make it,” her mother said. “There are limits to what we can do—”

      “And the Laurel thing was straining them,” her father interrupted.

      “But we showed you her, because we wanted you to see there is a plan. We wanted you to trust in it. It was the only way we could stop that thing out there.”

      “And this plan,” her father said, “goes back a long, long time. The sight wasn’t an invention of man, no more than the nuclear bomb was. We had to hope you would make it here, though, to this very point, or else everything else…”

      He looked into his bowl and stirred the cereal.

      “Well, it all would have been lost.”

      “But you did it, honey,” her mother said. “You made it.”

      “Why do I matter in this?” Nicki asked.

      “Believe it or not, Nicki,” her father said, “on our side, you’re the only thing that matters. Literally, no one else was important. We did our best to keep pushing things our way—like a strong wind blowing everything in one direction—but that was all we could do.”

      “You’re not answering the question,” her mother spoke up, looking at Nicki with the brown eyes that she had thought she’d never see again. “Honey, you matter, because we can’t save the human species. You may think of God or Gods as everything. All powerful. But we’re not. At least we’re not. You’re about to save mankind, Nicki. Not us. We created a situation for that to be possible, but you’re not a clock that we wound up. You’re just a racer that we trained. You still had to get out there and run that race.”

      Nicki looked away from her mother and father. She stared across the kitchen to the far window. “I’m going to die, aren’t I?”

      “Yes,” her father said.

      “What about my dad?” She shook her head. “Not you, but my real dad.”

      “He’s going to live,” her mother said. “Everyone is going to live because you came this far.”

      Nicki nodded, tears again in her eyes, though unsure why exactly she was crying. Whether because of her impending death or because she’d never see her father again.

      Another question came to her.

      “Why us? Why are we in your will, but It’s not?”

      “That question, it isn’t for you to ask, nor for us to answer. Not right now.”

      Nicki’s face whipped to them. “I don’t deserve an answer?”

      “You may deserve it, Nicki,” her mother said softly, “but that’s got nothing to do with it. This isn’t the time.”

      Nicki stared for a second longer, and then looked away again, letting the question go. “Do I have to? … Do I have to still do this?”

      Her father placed the bowl on the counter, and then walked forward. He pulled the chair from the other side of the table and put it next to his wife, right in front of Nicki.

      “No, you don’t,” he said. “When you go back out there, you’re going back into pain. We can’t dull that, nor take it away. You don’t have to go back, though. You can pass from existence right now, and all that pain will remain in the past.”

      “But if I don’t go back out there, then the Black wins? Whatever that means?”

      Both parents nodded.

      “The choice is yours, Nicki. We came here because you deserved it. Because you deserved to know what this meant, but our will, it isn’t absolute. Humanity has to want it, too. And now, humanity rests on you, Nicki. You’re its sole representative.”

      Nicki was silent for a long, long time. The two in front of her looked on, but neither said anything. If things were happening outside of this time and place, Nicki didn’t know.

      “Will you tell my dad I love him? Will you make sure he knows that?”

      “He does, Nicki,” her mother said, “but we’ll send a message.”

      “And my mom?” Nicki said, he voice cracking and tears flooding her eyes. “Is there any way you can let her know? There has to be, right? If that Laurel woman is still alive, then maybe my mom is, too?”

      “Yes, honey. She knows, but we’ll remind her.”

      Nicki nodded, the tears overflowing. She nodded a few times, coming to grips with what it all meant. This whole journey, for her to end up here with a single decision.

      “Okay,” she said. “Okay.”

      She looked at the two creatures resembling her parents. “I’m ready.”
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* * *

      Pain had gripped Nicki Sesam, and in much the same way, terror gripped Raylyn Brinson.

      The Prophet.

      Rhett Scoble.

      Rebecca, now dying next to Raylyn, spit flying from her mouth.

      All of it brought Raylyn to a nearly immobile stupor. Paralyzed.

      She watched Hollowborne descend into the water, a huge cloud of static hanging in the air, having clearly killed Nicki Sesam.

      It’s all going to end, she thought. Right now. Right in front of you. The world is going to end.

      Wind whipped around her, sending her hair across her face.

      “I love you.” The words barely found Raylyn’s ears, but they did, somehow breaking through the terror possessing her mind.

      She looked down and saw the woman on the ground—Rebecca. Did she say them?

      “I love you.”

      Her face was purple, a huge vein sticking out across her forehead. One eye was a bloody, swollen mess, her cheek sliced wide open.

      “I love you,” she said again, the words barely passing through her lips, and growing weaker each time. Scoble kept bearing down, strangling the life out of her.

      Raylyn stared down, not moving, watching death yet again.

      “I—” the woman tried to say, but Scoble fell off before she could finish, and Rebecca was thrown into a coughing fit. Spit and ragged air rushing from her mouth.

      Scoble rolled onto his back and screamed, his right hand banging the pipe down over and over on the ground. He yelled into the air, his face twisted in a grimace while Rebecca rolled onto her side, coughing over and over as she curled into a ball.

      You’re about to die, Raylyn, the stubborn part of her said. Do you want to do it watching these people?

      No, she thought, realizing that it truly didn’t matter if either of them died. Not to her. She didn’t know them, and weeks ago, she’d been willing to kill them both.

      They didn’t matter.

      She looked across the dirt covered river bank to the transport.

      If you’re going to die, do it with him. Not for him. Not for his Prophet. But with him.

      Raylyn passed by the two on the ground, not sparing them a glance. The wind rushed around her and the water flowing to her side gurgled its angry curses at her, but she went without caring about the world at all.

      She didn’t even see the Prophet disappearing beneath the water.

      It only took a minute to reach the transport, and Manor stepped outside.

      “It’s too late,” he said. There were tears in his eyes. Exasperated, he half laughed. “You can’t take the Blood now.”

      “I’m not here for the Blood, you idiot. I’m here because if I’m going to die, I want to do it next to you.”

      The two stared at each other for a second, Raylyn hoping—almost praying to gods she didn’t believe in—that he would finally understand. That she loved him. There were an infinite number of other words and phrases she could say, but in the end, that’s all she wanted Manor Reinheld to know. That she loved him.

      He opened his arms, tears still in his eyes, and Raylyn went to him.

      Her soul was her own, but she would be able to share it with someone, if only for a few moments.

      In their moment of bliss, neither of them saw the black orb spark into existence beneath the river.
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* * *

      Nicki went back into the world, into a body that should not be alive, but somehow was. She left the gods or God or whatever words humans used to describe things they couldn’t understand. She left peace and entered madness.

      It was brief, and that’s all it could have been, for to stay in such pain and insanity for longer than a single moment would have killed her.

      The Old World based their entire existence on a story of a god born as a man, who gave up his life so that humanity could have eternal life.

      Perhaps it was true.

      Perhaps it was false.

      But thousands of years later, a human did something similar. She gave up her own life, and not even for humanity to live forever, but simply to live a little longer.

      The well inside Nicki Sesam exploded.
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* * *

      Those on the riverbank watched first, and then the rest of the world understood shortly thereafter.

      The black orb in the water was growing, unable to be ignored any longer. The Prophet had opened the doorway, and his God was coming through.

      Someone from the bank finally understood, shouting, “IT’S PULLING US!”

      And the black orb, growing, began to eat.

      One half of the river was flowing backwards, slowly but perceptibly. Dirt on the edge of the bank started rising into the air and then zipping forward. The blackness calling the tiny particles to it.

      No one looked at the large static mass above, feeling the slight but growing tug on their own bodies—pulling them to the boiling water, even as it was disappearing.

      The mass rippled, though. It started in the middle, and then flowed out, the static growing brighter as the ripple moved to the edge.

      Another ripple, this one quicker.

      A shoe flew off someone’s foot and rushed through the air, creating a small splash as it sank beneath the water.

      Another ripple, the cloud too bright to even look at.

      Those on the ground tried to grab onto something, instinct taking over as the force grew greater.

      One last ripple, flowing from the cloud’s center to its very edge.

      There was no great expansion, no ripping forth of gray static. Instead, the sky simply started to fall. A single strand of gray dripped down like syrup, finally separating from the overall body of static. It hit the river gently, dissipating and immediate cooling the water around it.

      Another strand dripped, again over the river, and where it touched the water, the river grew calm.

      More poured down, falling over the river, but spreading outward too—across the banks and then further into the land.

      The sky rained gray static, and finally, those near the river looked up and saw it. None tried to run, so amazed at what they watched that they barely recognized that the pull on their bodies was fading.

      Two people lay next to each other, staring up at the sky, neither truly understanding. Two others hugged each other, and a gray strand hit one of them, running down their arm before disappearing—sinking into them.

      None felt pain as the gray rain fell on them all, and they remained watching. For hours. Until the sky gave up all of its static, and only black night remained above.
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      The four Ministers sat around a single table.

      Three of them had been in their positions over the past year, watching the Black’s rise and the near destruction of the world. Their names were known throughout Earth now, sung as heroes and to be remembered until the last human took their last breath. Those three had defeated the Black; those three had saved humanity.

      There was a new Minister, the True Faith having raised someone to the High Priest post.

      His head was shaved, his eyebrows missing, and to Yule he looked just as weird as the other two had.

      He was just glad he didn’t have to learn a new name. High Priest would suffice.

      The Pope understood he was looked at as a hero, but he also understood he didn’t deserve that mantle. He’d agreed to go along with it though, at least inside the other Ministries. There was rebuilding to tend to, and morale to raise. Heroes were needed, and Yule understood the four of them had to shoulder the burden.

      He looked around the table at the other three Ministers. Connor, Trinant, and the new High Priest. Each of them had an assistant behind them, taking notes on what was said.

      The meeting had already stretched for three days, and they were on their ninth hour of the fourth.

      “The Prophet’s followers,” Trinant said. “They’re next on the agenda.”

      “The True Faith’s feeling on this is simple. Every one of them dies.”

      Yule looked at the High Priest; he’d heard other pronouncements like this over the past few days. The balance of power had shifted, most definitely, but the True Faith seemed to either not understand it, or be doing everything they could to fight against it … At least with how forcefully the man always spoke.

      “We’re in agreement,” Connor said, speaking for the Constant.

      Trinant looked at Yule.

      Much of the past few days had been serious and painstaking work, but the Ministries found general alignment on the items discussed. Yet Yule knew this would be the first major issue viewed differently.

      “The Old World will welcome the Black’s followers as lost brothers and sisters. We’re not going to imprison or harm any of them.”

      “That--,” the High Priest started, his head shaking and his eyes wide. “That’s ludicrous.”

      Yule met his gaze. The man was younger than anyone else at the table, lacking the flab and wrinkles of his predecessors.

      “We’re also going to allow conversion for any of the Black’s followers in other Ministries. If you’re going to kill them, then we’re going to house them.”

      “No--,” the High Priest said.

      “Why?” Trinant interrupted.

      Yule paused for a moment, thinking about how he wanted to answer, and the High Priest took the opportunity to jump back in.

      “The Black travels through their blood. If they live, if they reproduce, the next time It comes, there will be that many more.”

      Yule leaned back in his chair.

      “That’s fine,” he said.

      “What?” the High Priest asked. “It’s fine if the Black has more followers?”

      “It is with me.”

      “Why?” Trinant asked again.

      “My faith doesn’t rely on the Black, and my God doesn’t serve It.”

      “That’s rid--,” the High Priest tried interrupting.

      “Hush your mouth, you fool,” Yule snapped, turning his head slowly, his lips thin and his jaw set. “You will tell me nothing about what is ridiculous and what is not. I was in that Globe with these other two, while you were sitting at home hoping that we invented a plan to save the world. Let me tell you, we had no plan. The three of us here? We didn’t know what to do at all.”

      Yule looked at the other two, daring them to disagree. He saw only still faces. He turned back to the High Priest, his dreadful calm spilling out with each word.

      “The world was lost. You realize that, don’t you? The world was lost, and everyone in it. We had no way to stop the Black or Its Prophet. And yet, everyone is still here. All three of us are sitting at this table talking, and for the most part, our Ministries are intact. We didn’t save anything. We simply allowed something greater than us to take over, allowed it to protect us. So, no, I’m not worried about how many followers the Black has if It ever returns. And no, I won’t murder those that followed it because I’m afraid of something that might happen. They are God’s children, the same as you and I, and I will treat them the same. If they wish to rejoin society, then they are welcome in the Old World.”

      Yule finished and the room was silent.

      A minute passed, maybe two, and then Trinant spoke.

      “The One Path agrees with the Old World.”

      Yule looked to Benten.

      “It doesn’t seem smart,” he said.

      Yule neither nodded nor shook his head.

      “You’re right, though,” Benten continued. “We had lost. We did nothing, and could do nothing to stop it from happening.”

      Again the two looked at each other.

      “The Constant Ministry is in agreement with the Old World and the One Path.”

      The three looked to the High Priest.

      “You’re all mad,” he said. “… You’re all insane.”

      And that was just fine with Yule. The faithful had always been looked at as mad, and he was proud to join their ranks.
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* * *

      Rhett looked at Rebecca’s back.

      The moonlight streaked in through the room they shared, and it lay across her bare skin. Blankets covered her from the waist down, but her upper half was naked.

      She lay on her stomach, her head turned away from him; she’d been asleep for the past hour, with Rhett lying next to her.

      He’d sat up about ten minutes before and simply watched her sleep. The bruises he’d left were healed. The True Faith had fixed her face while they were detained. She looked as if Rhett had never tried to kill her.

      Three months had passed since that day. They spent the first inside True Faith cells, though there’d been no torture this time. No First Priest trying to extract everything he could from them. For the most part, during that month, they’d been left alone.

      Rhett had known he was going to his death. Known it every single day right up until the moment they opened his cell and told him he was free to leave.

      There’d been documentation ready for him, and a ten minute conversation in which he was strongly encouraged to convert to the Old World’s Catholic Church.

      Apparently, the True Faith really wanted to lose its parishioners--at least those who once followed the Prophet.

      It didn’t take a lot of convincing for Rhett. He’d taken the documentation and a day later was flying on a transport to a world he’d only visited before. One he’d never liked. Foreign and primitive. Yet, Rhett would be able to live.

      Rebecca had found him a month later.

      She’d showed up at his small motel room.

      He’d nearly shut the door in her face … but he hadn’t. For some reason, he kept it open and said, “What do you want?”

      “I don’t know,” Rebecca said. She looked him directly in the face, not hiding, not ashamed of anything.

      The two stared at each other for long seconds, maybe even long minutes.

      Finally Rhett said, “Do you want to come in?”

      There had been no love in his voice, none in his heart. He’d let her in because …

      We’re the lost.

      That’s what he’d thought as she walked through his motel door.

      We’re the lost and we’re never going to be found.

      Rhett had hated her for the first month. Hated her with a fierceness that bordered on insanity, and each night, he’d thought he might kill her.

      Eventually, the two of them started talking.

      They spoke about Raylyn Brinson and Manor Reinheld. Brinson had reached out to Rebecca briefly. The two were going to give it a go, and Rebecca said she thought that was good. She wished them the best.

      Rhett wasn’t sure how to feel about it. He supposed if someone could find happiness in this world, then they should do what it took to keep it. He wasn’t sure Reinheld would ever find it, though. Not in Brinson, nor anything else.

      The conversations between him and Rebecca always came back to that.

      To the Prophet. David had been the centerpiece of their life, the only part that truly mattered. And now he was gone.

      Rhett told her about how many times he’d put a pistol to the side of his head, nearly killing himself. She told him that she’d thought about doing it countless times. He asked her how that could be possible and she said that she never stopped loving David.

      She told him about Rachel Veritros.

      He told her he didn’t care.

      She said she didn’t either. That it was over.

      And eventually, late one night lying in two separate motel beds, they found themselves meeting in one. They made love and when it was over, Rhett lay next to her.

      “I don’t know if I can ever stop hating you,” he’d said.

      “I know.”

      They’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms.

      Now, lying on his side and staring at the curvature of her moonlit back, Rhett’s thoughts crept to David.

      He didn’t know what had happened to the Prophet. Rebecca said perhaps he’d gone to the Unformed. Perhaps he was there with Veritros.

      Rhett didn’t know. He only knew that David was gone, and that Rhett would never look upon the man again. They had lost--they were the lost--and now each of them were moving listlessly through the world.

      Without purpose.

      Rhett didn’t know what had happened to Christine. He hoped she was doing well, but he imagined she most likely had pulled a trigger against her own temple.

      Rhett had the woman next to him and nothing more.

      He was slowly growing comfortable with that.

      It was painful, excruciatingly so, but if he was going to keep living, then he had to accept the truth. They had lost. They were lost. And they would be forever.

      Rebecca was pregnant. She’d told him yesterday.

      The blood of the Prophet still flowed. It would continue to spread. Perhaps one day the Unformed would return, and perhaps David’s blood could still help the Union take place.

      Or, perhaps it had all been a ruse.

      Perhaps Rebecca was right.

      Rhett lay back down on the bed, his face toward the ceiling.

      He was going to be a father. Life was continuing.

      Maybe that would be enough.

      Rhett and Rebecca would always be lost without David. He knew that, and whether she would ever admit it, she did too.

      At least they could be lost together.
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* * *

      Daniel Sesam stood just outside of a construction site. It was large, the site, much larger than what would take place for the rebuilding of his own house.

      He watched the men working in front of him, his hands in his pockets and the sun shining overhead.

      Six months had passed since he spoke with his daughter and this was the first time he’d come to the Vatican.

      The Pope had given him an open invite. The Pope had said he could live inside the City’s walls, rent free--forever. After six months, Daniel still didn’t have a home. He was living out of a hotel room close to where his business had once been.

      The funds were available to build a house. The Pope’s offer was similarly gracious when it came to rebuilding: he could live anywhere he pleased, and cost was not a concern.

      For Daniel, it sort of felt like a drunk person running you down in the road, and then bringing you gifts after.

      He hadn’t touched the money, not outside of the necessities needed to live. He didn’t know if he ever would.

      Daniel had received a letter from the Pope a week ago, and that’s what finally brought him to this construction site. It’d been handwritten and personally delivered, slipped under the door at his hotel.

      Dear Daniel,

      I hope this letter finds you well, as well as you can be. There is much I could share with you, and much I want to share with you, but I doubt you would find any of it interesting. As such, I will not waste your time.

      I do believe I have one thing that you may enjoy knowing about, though as I age, I find myself knowing less and less what people enjoy (and I find myself caring less, too--but that’s only between you and I, you understand?).

      Inside the Vatican, we’ve begun building the first monument in 100 years. It’s to be dedicated to your daughter, Daniel.

      To Nicki.

      I personally approved all the designs, and I’m including them with this letter. If for any reason you want them changed, please let me know, and I will immediately alter them to fit your prerogative. The only thing I won’t change is that the monument will be built.

      I’m sure you’ve heard of the world praising me, as well as the other Ministers. Unfortunately, such things are necessary. However, I know the truth, as do you. Your daughter saved us. She saved humanity, and while I’m fine to let other Ministries use me as a savior, the Old World will know the truth.

      That is why the monument must be built. As long as the Catholic Church stands, we will remember Nicki and the sacrifice she made.

      The offers I’ve made to you all still stand, and will forever. I doubt you’ll ever take me up on them, and that’s okay. We are, after all, inside the Lord’s Will. I believe that more now than ever before.

      I do hope you will come see the monument’s construction, and if you want to be there for the actual dedication, you know I will spare nothing to make it happen.

      The world thanks you, Daniel. I thank you. I cannot take away your pain, nor your hate. Remember, though, when you think too poorly of mankind--remember what your daughter did. There is good in us yet, and God has decided that we should survive a little longer. I must believe that’s because He recognizes the good in us as well.

      If He chose your daughter to save us, then she must have been the best among us. If God saw enough good, perhaps one day you can too.

      

      Respectfully,

      Yule

      

      The Pope had signed nothing else, though the envelope did have the official Vatican Seal.

      Daniel read the letter and then put it away. He didn’t look at it again, and for two weeks did nothing.

      At the end of those two weeks, he booked a trip to the Vatican. He told no one he was coming. He did take a flight, and perhaps that might flag something inside the Vatican if they were watching his movements.

      He didn’t care.

      He looked over the monument plans as he flew, the ones that had been included in the letter.

      Sitting next to someone on the plane, Daniel cried.

      The monument was beautiful.

      No one who looked on it could ever be confused about what it meant.

      On one side was a massive orb. It would stretch 200 feet into the air, and its circumference would be the same.

      The Black. The entity that came to destroy Earth.

      And in front of it?

      A life-size version of Nicki. Her chin tilted upward, and her eyes staring at the orb. Facing it down.

      Now, Daniel stood in front of the construction site.

      Even with all his hate for the Church, for the entire world, he couldn’t stare on the endeavor and hold anything but awe.

      “Daniel?”

      He heard his name and immediately knew the voice.

      The sun was high above, but a chill ran down Daniel’s back. It was a voice he never wanted to hear again; though to be fair, he never wanted to hear from anyone associated with his daughter’s death.

      Daniel didn’t turn around, but listened as the footsteps walked up to him.

      Jackson Carriage, a psychopath, stood beside Daniel.

      “I’ve come out here every day since it started,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d come.”

      Daniel was quiet.

      “They’re supposed to finish in three months. It’s going to be.” He paused, as if trying to find the right words. “… The Church has never done anything like it before.”

      Daniel nodded. “I guess they didn’t do anything to you for all those murders over all those years?”

      “The Pope is a gracious man.”

      That was all he said and Daniel needed to know nothing else. The psychopath wasn’t wrong. Daniel knew of the official pronouncements. The Black’s followers were granted clemency. The Church’s stance on those with the sight had been reversed, and the Pope publicly condemned the actions of his predecessors.

      The Pope is a gracious man.

      Yes, but it changed nothing for Daniel. The Pope could give everything to everyone, but he could never give Nicki back.

      “Does he know you’re here?” the psychopath asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “No.”

      “Are you going to see him?”

      “No.”

      The two were silent for a while, both simply watching the men in front of them work.

      “I had a dream last night,” the psychopath said. “I thought it was just that, a dream, until I saw you standing out here. I thought it was just my head making stuff up.”

      Daniel looked over to the thin man. The psychopath didn’t return his stare, but kept looking forward.

      “I was out here, in the dream. The sun was above just like now. Everything was the same, except you weren’t standing next to me. I walked to the front of the orb right there, crossing through the barriers in front of us. No one said anything and I just kept walking. I knew where I wanted to go. I … A few months ago I actually was able to get my hands on the monument’s blueprints. So, I know how everything is going to look …”

      The psychopath paused for a second. Daniel kept looking at him, understanding immediately that the man felt shame. Because even now, he couldn’t stay away from Daniel’s daughter.

      “Nicki is going to stand in front of the orb, and in the dream, I knew that’s where I wanted to go. I wanted to stand where she would. So I walked out across the area there and went right to where she’ll be.” The psychopath gestured with his chin, raising it slightly toward the orb. “Do you see it?”

      Daniel looked forward.

      “There’s a rock in front of the orb.”

      “There’s a lot of rocks out there,” Daniel said. The man had lost it completely now. Finally breaking in two with Nicki’s death. The ground was covered with gravel, every rock looking the exact same as the rest.

      “Look,” the psychopath said. “Right in front of the orb. It’s like a brick.” He raised his hand and pointed.

      Nicki’s statue wasn’t finished yet, so there was no exact way to tell where it would stand, but Daniel followed the psychopath’s hand and peered across the site.

      “The black one.”

      Daniel saw it, not knowing how he’d missed it. It looked like a piece of the orb had simply fallen off--only it wasn’t a craggy rock. The psychopath was right; it did look like a brick, perfectly shaped, and sitting just in front of the orb.

      “You see it,” the psychopath said.

      “I do,” Daniel answered.

      “I was going to look for it today, but I don’t think it’s for me. I think it’s for you. I think the dream was for you.”

      Daniel stared at the rock, truly not knowing what to believe. It was most definitely there, but it could have been in the same place for months. The psychopath next to him might just be completely insane.

      That’s what you’re going to believe, given everything you’ve seen?

      “Go get it,” the psychopath said, interrupting his ruminations.

      Daniel looked over at him again, and still Carriage didn’t return the stare.

      “I really don’t think anyone is going to stop you, Daniel. And if they do, you’re Daniel Sesam. You could spit in the Pope’s face and nothing would befall you. I’ve been out here every day since they started, and I’ve never seen that rock … Go on.”

      Daniel’s eyes narrowed as he turned toward the rock.

      He shrugged. What did it really matter? If the psychopath was crazier than usual, he’d walk over and pick up a rock. No harm done.

      He went forward, crossing the tape that said CONSTRUCTION. The gravel crunched beneath his feet and he looked around at the men working. None noticed him, not bothering to look up from their tasks. Large machines moved to his left and right, scaffolds high in the air around the orb.

      Daniel walked to the brick, ignoring the rest of the world. No one said anything to him, and he didn’t bother them either.

      He came upon the black brick and went down to a knee. The sun felt hot above him, and he suddenly felt sweat on his back. His shirt was sticking to him. Daniel looked up at the orb, seeing the scaffolds and men walking across them. No one was going to stop him.

      He looked back at the brick. It hadn’t broken off the orb, Daniel was sure of that. He thought it was the same material, but the texture was too different. The brick was rough, while the orb was seal skin smooth.

      Daniel reached forward and picked it up, no longer hesitating. His daughter was dead and his life destroyed; what the hell was he doing out here wondering about a brick?

      He’d barely picked it up off the ground when he saw her.

      Nicki.

      In his head or in reality, he couldn’t tell. The image was too powerful, replacing everything else. He was staring at her face, and she was smiling back at him.

      Blonde hair cupping her angular face, as beautiful as she’d ever been.

      She said nothing. Only smiled.

      Warmth spread over Daniel--not the heat from the sun, but an emotional warmth. What one feels when embracing a loved one they haven’t seen in a long, long time.

      What Daniel felt, holding that brick, was love.

      He looked on his daughter and in his heart, he felt love.

      Daniel dropped it and Nicki’s face disappeared. The warmth left. He found himself staring down at the ground, gray gravel surrounding the black rock he’d held moments before. His breathing was normal. His heart rate the same.

      He looked back to the psychopath; the man was still staring at him. Daniel turned to the brick once more and placed his hand on it.

      Nicki.

      It was all he saw, and immediately he felt that same warmth. That same love. Both from her and for her, something impossible to truly describe--but there all the same.

      He pulled his hand back, his eyes wet.

      “COME HERE!” he shouted to the psychopath.

      The man hustled over.

      “Touch it. Put your hand on it and touch it.”

      The psychopath knelt next to him, saying nothing. He placed his hand on the brick while Daniel stared at him.

      “Do you feel it? Do you see her?”

      The psychopath looked right back at him, his face showing none of the wonder that it should.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t feel anything.”

      Daniel stared at him for what felt like an hour, saying nothing. Perhaps only 30 seconds passed, but in Daniel’s head, it felt like so much longer. The thin man looked back, his eyes calm.

      “Did you put this here? Did you or the Pope do something to it? Is this some kind of goddamn prank?”

      Daniel’s voice was raw with emotion, his eyes full of tears now and blurring the psychopath.

      “I have no contact with the Pope,” the psychopath said. “I certainly didn’t plant this here. They watch me, you know? The Pope may be gracious, but they’re watching me. I couldn’t step out here without them knowing. They probably see me right now.”

      Daniel looked down at the black brick and tried to blink away his tears. One fell out on his face.

      “You put this here. You had to,” he whispered.

      “I didn’t. I had a dream, and when I woke up, you were both here.”

      “Who? Who did it?”

      Daniel looked up, his eyes feverish with need. What he’d felt wasn’t possible. Seeing his daughter that clearly. Feeling that love. None of it could happen.

      The psychopath took his hand off the brick and shrugged.

      “What happens when you touch it?”

      Daniel shook his head. “I … I see her. I see Nicki. And, it’s more than that. I feel her. I feel like she’s with me and my heart is full.”

      Another tear dripped onto his face.

      “Touch it again,” the psychopath said.

      Daniel reached forward, not really wanting to put his hands on it; he didn’t want to touch it and nothing happen.

      His finger touched the black rock and Nicki’s face, smiling and full of joy, filled him. Not his mind. Not his vision. Filled him.

      He removed his hand and only Carriage Jackson was in front of him, the sun bright on his pale skin.

      “I think God put it here,” the psychopath said. “I think it’s His way of saying thank you, for what you gave to the world.”

      When Daniel Sesam left the Vatican, he took the brick with him. For as long as he lived, he was able to touch it and see his daughter, filled with that same awesome love.

      He never told another soul of the black brick, and he never quite believed what Jackson Carriage said to him. Yet, he never quite disbelieved it either.

      And for Daniel Sesam, that was faith enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On Purpose and Other Things

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading, and I mean that wholeheartedly. I love telling stories and without you, that wouldn’t be possible.

      I know at the end of books, a lot of writers offer you something free if you sign-up for their mailing list. What they’re doing, essentially, is buying your email address.

      I don’t want to do that.

      I think having a purpose in life is important. It adds clarity and meaning to what you do. I’m lucky to know mine and that purpose dictates my life: I’m here to tell stories. Nothing else even comes close to the happiness this job gives me.

      With that said, if you like reading my novels and want to know when the next book comes out, sign-up below. No tricks. No buying your address. Just me telling stories and you enjoying them.

      The way these relationships should work.
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            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by David Beers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nemesis

      

        

      
        She's coming and no one can stop her...

      

        

      
        An alien Queen, Morena, was removed from power and forced into exile. Doomed to roam space forever, with no hope of return.

      

        

      
        Until a random party brings a man named Michael to her crashed ship. For the first time in millennia, Morena sees her salvation. First, in Michael … and then Earth. The perfect place to repopulate her species. And those already here? They can bow or die.

      

        

      
        As Morena begins her conquest, can Michael warn the world before it's too late? Can anyone stop the most powerful force the world has ever seen?

      

        

      
        Earth’s final Nemesis has arrived.

      

        

      
        Don’t miss this pulse-pounding science fiction series! If you love thought provoking thrill-rides, grab this book today!
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        The Singularity

      

        

      
        One thousand years in the future, humans no longer rule...

      

        

      
        In the early twenty-first century, humanity marveled at its greatest creation: Artificial Intelligence. They never foresaw the consequences of such a creation, though...

      

        

      
        Now, in a world where humans must meet specifications to continue living, a man named Caesar emerges. Different, both in thought and talent, Caesar somehow slipped through the genetic net meant to catch those like him.

      

        

      
        Eyes are falling on Caesar now, though, and he can no longer hide. The Artificial Intelligence wants him dead, but others want him to lead their revolution…

      

        

      
        Can one man stand against humanity’s greatest creation?

        A don’t-miss epic science fiction novel that pits one man fighting for the future of all people!
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        Red Rain

      

        

      
        What would you do if you couldn’t stop killing?

      

        

      
        John Hilt lives The American Dream. His corner office looks out on Dallas’s beautiful skyline. His amazing wife and children love him. His father and sister adore him. John has it all.

      

        

      
        Except every few years, when Harry shows back up. Harry wants John to kill people. Harry wants to watch the world burn.

      

        

      
        Murderous thoughts take hold of John, and as flames ignite across his life, the sky doesn’t send cool rain water, but blood to feed their hunger.

      

        

      
        If you love taut, psychological thrillers, grab Red Rain today and prepare to sleep with the lights on!
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        The Devil’s Dream

      

        

      
        He'll raise the dead, at all costs...

      

        

      
        Perhaps the smartest man to ever live, Matthew Brand changed the world by twenty-five years old. In his mid-thirties, he still shaped the world as he wanted, until cops gunned down his son on the street.

      

        

      
        Brand's life changed then. He forgot about bettering Earth and started trying to resurrect his son.

      

        

      
        Eventually, Brand's mind overpowered even death's mysteries; he discovered how to bring back the dead--he only needed living bodies to make his son's life possible again. Why not use the bodies of those who killed his son?

        In the largest manhunt the FBI's ever experienced, how do they stop a man who can calculate all the odds and stack them in his favor?
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