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      Raylyn Brinson stood once more in front of the First Council.

      They sat above her, not a single hair to be found on any of their heads.

      It’s almost over, Raylyn thought. Everything, all of this. It’s almost over.

      This would be the end, the last time that Raylyn ever had to stand in front of this ancient council. She had arrived here for the first time a few weeks ago … but that felt like another life. This Raylyn had not stood before them. It had been someone else. Another woman who hadn’t seen the things she had.

      A hopelessly naïve woman, and someone Raylyn hardly even understood.

      “We give thanks,” the First Priest said.

      The other four Priests repeated the mantra.

      “We give thanks,” Raylyn said last.

      “How are you, Sister Brinson?” the First Priest asked.

      “I’m well, your Holiness.”

      “Were you able to get any sleep this past week? The five of us have tried to keep many of the issues facing the True Faith from reaching you.”

      Were you able to get any sleep this past week?

      A simple question, but one that didn’t have a simple answer. Raylyn wondered if she would ever have simple answers again, or if the world had moved past that. Her world, at least. Perhaps simplicity was only for children, and perhaps a week ago Raylyn had been childlike. This new world was full of complexities that Raylyn wasn’t sure she could ever unravel.

      No black and white.

      Only gray.

      “Yes, your Holiness,” she said, lying without hesitation. When she first came here, such a thing would have been unthinkable. Now, she hardly even cared if they knew she was lying.

      “Good, good,” the First Priest said.

      I hate him, she thought. A new thought, not something that had ever risen in her conscious mind before. She’d felt many feelings toward the man sitting above her, but never explicit hate. Now that she had thought it, though, she found the truth undeniable. I hate everything about him.

      And the rest of them?

      Yes, Raylyn found some residual hate rubbing off on them, as well. Simply for knowing the First Priest.

      “We’ve called you here today, Sister Brinson, to thank you for your service. We’re going to do it privately, if you don’t mind. There is much work to be done outside of these chambers, as you know. Will a private ceremony be acceptable? There will be an announcement that goes out to the True Faith, and it will be recorded accurately for historical purposes as well.”

      “Of course that’s fine, your Holiness,” she said.

      “Step forward then.”

      The row of Priests stood up behind their table. They wore black robes and looked down upon her. The First Priest pulled a coin from his pocket, and despite Raylyn’s hate, her heart sped up.

      She might hate the First Priest—might even hate the other four standing next to him—but she loved her God. She loved Corinth.

      The coin was blood red, and green dots lit across it as it left the First Priest’s hand, floating into the air.

      “This coin is Corinth’s Blood, that which he shed for us. It is only given to those who have served Him with distinction and valor. In 7,000 years, only 12 of these have been granted. You are number 13, Sister Raylyn Brinson,” the First said.

      The coin slowly moved through the space between her and the Council. Raylyn’s eyes held it firmly in her vision, never breaking from it. Not even the green nanoparticles could hide the red beneath.

      Corinth’s Blood, Raylyn thought as tears flooded her eyes.

      She had never—not even once—thought she would receive an honor such as this. Raylyn didn’t know the last time such a coin had been awarded, only that it was almost unheard of. Yet, she now saw it moving toward her.

      She put her hand out, palm up.

      The red coin fell into it, the green light dying and the red staring back up at her.

      Raylyn didn’t want to close her hand, didn’t want to block out the beauty in front of her. She forgot about the Priests above and even the room around her. All that mattered was the coin she held.

      “The True Faith Ministry gives its thanks to you, Sister Brinson,” the First Priest said. “For standing true in the face of the Black and for helping locate Its Prophet. Your service will never be forgotten.”

      “We give thanks,” the four Priests to his side said as one.

      Raylyn closed her hand over the red coin and brought it to her heart. She held it there, shutting her eyes—the tears in them running down her cheeks. She’d never felt such joy in her entire life.

      She heard the Priests sit down, but she didn’t open her eyes. She didn’t want to leave this moment, not for them or anyone else. She wanted to remain in it for as long as possible.

      No one said anything, the room silent.

      Finally, Raylyn swallowed, then opened her eyes and looked around. She brought her left hand up to her face, wiping the remaining tears with her palm.

      “Sister Brinson,” the First Priest said, “there is something else we need to tell you.”

      Raylyn’s breath caught in her throat, her chest frozen. The First’s voice had changed, though subtly. There had been gravity in it before, a sense of duty that the whole room shared. That had disappeared and been replaced with …

      Happiness?

      Glee?

      Both words felt right, but also slightly off. Because the First Priest’s voice held cruelty too.

      “Yes, your Holiness?” Raylyn asked as her lungs started working again.

      “It’s unfortunate news, but it must be done,” the First said, though he didn’t sound like there was anything unfortunate about it. He sounded positively fortunate. “Your courter, Manor Reinheld, was a member of the Black. We’ve taken him into custody, and he’s currently being detained with the other followers.”

      “What?” Raylyn said. She didn’t understand the man’s words. Was he speaking a different language?

      “Manor Reinheld killed many, many True Faith adherents, Sister. He tricked you, and tried to trick us as well. He will face the same fate as the rest of the Black,” the First said.

      Raylyn’s mouth moved, but no words came out. She stared at the five in front of her, but their faces grew blurry as tears filled her eyes.

      Manor. Manor. Manor. The name ran through her mind with barely a pause between words.

      Slowly, the First Priest’s message made its way into her brain, a tunneling worm that she couldn’t hold back.

      The tears flowed again as understanding filled her.

      I’m fine, she thought. I’m fine. You’re fine. All of this is fine.

      She kept thinking the words even as her knees unhinged, kept thinking them even as her body collapsed to the floor. It wasn’t until the blurry room around her turned black that she finally stopped thinking them, falling unconscious in front of the five most powerful people in the True Faith.

      The coin rolled from her hand and across the floor. It began its movement quickly, but slowed the further it went. The room was silent except for the sound of its metal ridges running over the stone floor.

      The coin started turning inward, making a circle and slowing further.

      At last, its energy spent, it wobbled on its edge and fell to the floor.

      The blood red face of Corinth stared up at the ceiling.
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* * *

      “It’s you,” the man said.

      Rhett opened his eyes. He had heard the wall flicker away and then listened as guards shoved someone in. He’d even heard the watery noise as the wall restored itself, returning to solid white again. He’d kept his eyes closed the whole time, because he honestly didn’t care who they threw in here with him. The pain in his shoulder was gone—the True Faith had at least done that for him—but everywhere else, hurt reigned.

      A deep, all consuming pain that knew no end. Not of the body, but of the soul.

      They could throw the High Priest himself in here and Rhett wouldn’t have cared.

      Rhett did open his eyes when the man spoke, though.

      He was younger, lean. The man looked like he might have seen some horrific things recently, but then, Rhett figured everyone had.

      “Who are you?” Rhett asked from where he lay. The back wall had a bench attached to it, and Rhett spent his days either sleeping or staring at the ceiling. He preferred to sleep because then the pain receded slightly.

      “You ….” The man paused and looked around the room as if someone else might hear him. He looked at the ceiling next, most likely checking for listening devices.  Finally, his eyes flashed back to Rhett, but he said nothing.

      Rhett looked back to the ceiling. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over and we’re going to die. I don’t think whatever you say in here will help or hurt. If you’re with the Prophet, then your fate is sealed.”

      The man looked to the ground and stood silently for a moment. “You converted me. Five years ago. My name is Manor.”

      Rhett closed his eyes.

      How many had he converted? More than he could remember, that’s all he knew. He said nothing and the other man was quiet too. Finally, he walked over to the other bench and sat down on it.

      “It’s really over, isn’t it?” Manor whispered.

      Rhett nodded, tears brimming hot behind his closed eyelids.

      “Were you there when it happened? Is that why you’re here and not out in one of the cities?”

      Rhett nodded again. He couldn’t find words; it was hard enough acknowledging the truth internally.

      “Me too. Kind of, I guess. I saw it anyway. I just can’t believe it. Even now, a week later. It doesn’t seem real.”

      Rhett understood, though he said nothing. He’d been contemplating the same thoughts for the past seven days; none of it seemed real. He knew why; Rhett’s faith had been so strong that the thought of failure was unfathomable, and now, his mind simply refused to believe it. He sat in a cell with no hope of escape, and still his mind held onto the belief that this wasn’t real. That perhaps in some other universe, things were still unfolding as they should. The Summoning. The Union. It was all taking place, and he’d simply walked through the wrong door and ended up here.

      Rhett heard the wall fall away again and looked over—were they bringing in more prisoners? How many people would they cram in here?

      The wall hadn’t disappeared completely, though. It was only transparent.

      A woman stood on the other side. Her eyes were red and puffy, her right hand closed around something that Rhett couldn’t see. She’d been crying, that was clear, and Rhett thought he saw similar pain reflected in her. She wasn’t one of David’s, he knew that, but that all pervasive depression hung across her body like a heavy coat.

      You can’t hide that kind of hurt, he thought.

      She wasn’t looking at Rhett, but staring at his new cellmate.

      Rhett looked over to him, too. He was leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. Tears were in his eyes now as he watched the woman standing behind the wall.

      She shook her head, a large tear spilling out of her eye and down her cheek.

      Manor didn’t move. He said nothing and the two stared at each for a few more seconds. Rhett only watched, unsure of exactly what was happening. Finally, the woman took a step back and the wall refilled, blocking their vision to the outside world.

      Still leaning on his knees, Manor looked down at the floor. Rhett watched him from where he lay. There was a slight hitch in Manor’s chest, but he made no noise.

      “Someone without the Blood?” Rhett asked, looking back to the ceiling.

      The man in the cell with him said nothing.

      Rhett didn’t care. What did it matter if a heart was broken? Millions of hearts had been broken, and millions of throats slit—none of it mattered in the slightest. Perhaps he and this man had once been united, but that was no more.

      David is gone, he thought. It doesn’t matter what else happens in this world, because soon you’re going to die.

      Rhett closed his eyes and went back to depression’s cold embrace.

      Soon you’re going to die.

      For Rhett, soon couldn’t be soon enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The First Priest stared at the woman the way a predator might stare at some new, large animal. Wary, and ready to strike at even the slightest hint of aggression.

      She sat alone in her room. There was no bed—only a single chair and a toilet. She’d been there a week, just like the other one they brought back. Rhett Scoble. The First Priest had kept these two alive, though he’d had the older couple killed before even starting the trip. He hadn’t cared in the slightest about the two that had briefly housed Hollowborne.

      These people were different, though.

      With Veritros, no one had been able to get her lieutenants. Nothing had been learned from her.

      The First Priest had both the weapon’s closest friend and also his sister. The First had thought little about the High Priest since returning, partly because he didn’t have time and partly because he didn’t think there was much to him anymore. He could sit in the One Path with his treasure, but the First didn’t see his hand reaching very far—certainly not all the way down here beneath the Earth.

      Which meant, the First could do as he wanted.

      He could rebuild the True Faith, and the two people he held captive … they would help. Even if they didn’t understand that yet. The next time the Black decided to show up, the world would be ready.

      The First had broken a Proclamation, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be forgiven.

      Let me enter, he told the wall separating him from the woman. The wall flickered for a second and then fell away completely.

      The First Priest stepped through the open space; Rebecca Hollowborne’s eyes flicked to him for a second, but then she looked away, back down at the floor in front of her.

      “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

      Nothing. No words, no movement of her head. She stared at the floor, and while the First Priest wanted to think she looked like a dumb animal … a cow perhaps, he knew she wasn’t. The woman was a predator. Even now, trapped and locked away, he saw danger in her. She had betrayed her brother, but that didn’t change who she was—if anything, it demonstrated her danger.

      “You do,” he said. “You know.”

      The First took a few more steps into the room and the wall rippled upwards, becoming solid again.

      “You did a good deed. You saved the world.”

      Still, she didn’t look at him.

      “It’s not done though, is it?” the First asked. “The Black. It’s probably already looking for Its next weapon. We may have defeated your brother, but we’re not done with It, are we?”

      The woman acted as if he wasn’t even in the room.

      A chair formed out of the far wall and floated to the Priest, folding out in front of him. He sat down and leaned back in it, crossing one leg over the other.

      “You are going to help me make sure It doesn’t ever return. Because you know It better than anyone else alive, and there was a reason you turned on your brother, wasn’t there? If you don’t help me, his death—your betrayal—it’s all for nothing.”

      “I don’t have anything to say.”

      The First Priest didn’t move at all, showing no surprise on his face at her speaking. “That’s where I think you’re wrong. There’s a lot for you to say, maybe more than you realize right now. You can tell us about It. Everything you know. Everything your brother told you. The next time It strikes, we can be ready.”

      “Where is Rhett? Christine?”

      “Rhett is here. We’ve heard the name Christine, but we haven’t gotten to her yet.”

      The woman swallowed. “Those two live. If you guarantee that, I’ll tell you what I know.”

      “Sure. They can live.”

      Her eyes flashed to him, practically spitting hate. “I’m not fucking around. I want them out of this Ministry. I want them with new identities and sent somewhere else in the world, and after you do that—I’ll help you. But not until.”

      The First Priest kept breathing normally, not allowing himself to show any anger. The only other person who had ever spoken to him in a similar fashion was Raylyn Brinson, and her comeuppance arrived this morning. The First knew that she had wandered down and looked in on her lover, and he’d smiled when he found out. Now, this one seemed to think that he didn’t serve Corinth.

      She acted as if she was somehow in control.

      The First Priest stood up, looking down on her. Her eyes still stared, hiding none of the hate or disrespect she felt.

      The First Priest’s hand connected with her cheek, hard—an echo of flesh on flesh sounding off the walls. Her head whipped to the side, blood spurting from her nose and flying to the white floor beneath. The First Priest stood, his arm still extended.

      “The quicker you understand that we’re not equals here, the better this will go for you. Your friends, all of them, are going to die. I wouldn’t let them live if Corinth himself commanded it. You’ll live as long as you serve a purpose, and the moment you stop, I’ll kill you too.”

      Hollowborne didn’t move, but kept staring at her blood sitting on the floor like tiny red streams.

      “I’ll let you think about this some, but I’m going to come back, and when I do, you’re going to start talking.”
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* * *

      Rebecca listened as the Priest left, but didn’t look over. She heard the wall fall away, the Priest’s footfalls as he walked down the hall, and then listened as the wall reformed.

      Her face stung, and she could still feel his hand connecting with her cheekbone. The sound of him slapping her face seemed to continue ringing across the room as if it might not ever end. It would continue on and on, reminding her of what she had once been and now what she was. The sound would only stop with her death, because then, it wouldn’t need to keep telling her how foolish she’d been.

      No, she thought.

      Rebecca remained still. She stared at the red liquid which had fallen from her body, knowing that more was dribbling over lips.

      No. I wasn’t foolish.

      The words went through her mind, but the sound of the Priest slapping her grew louder—impossible but true.

      Because that never would have happened before. No one would dare touch her. Equals? Is that what the old man had said, that they weren’t equals? She, whose brother had been the Prophet, wasn’t this man’s equal?

      You killed your brother, Rebecca. You watched him fall from the sky and now he’s no more. You’re no one’s sister. You have no family. No friends. You gave up everything you care about and everyone who loved you.

      Did he do that? This Priest? Because if not, then you’re not his equal. You’re beneath him.

      And he just showed you that, didn’t he?

      Rebecca finally sat up. Tears were no longer in her eyes, which was why she hadn’t moved at first. The slap had made them water, and she wasn’t going to cry anymore in this room. She wouldn’t give any of the True Faith such satisfaction.

      They may not watch you cry, but what does that matter? Is that your final stand? Where you leave your mark, that you, Rebecca Hollowborne, sister of a murdered Prophet, will not cry in front of them?

      The thought lingered in her head, mocking her.

      The First Priest was going to come back, and what would she do then? Tell him no? That she wasn’t going to work with him? The idea was laughable. He would get what he wanted from her, the only difference being he’d probably add a healthy dose of pain.

      Rebecca stood up from her chair without knowing she was going to do it. She stared at the wall which would allow others to enter and exit, but only kept her locked inside.

      You killed your brother to keep the Black at bay, Rebecca. Will you not help the True Faith as well, if the result is the same?

      There was an almost physical reaction to that thought. Helping the True Faith … it felt like helping cancer grow inside her own body, feeding it the necessary fuel to let it continue feasting on her healthy cells.

      Yet, regardless of her feelings, the thought was true. She had let David die. Watched him fall from the sky to a watery grave. So would she keep her mouth shut now, in order to … what? Simply refuse the True Faith.

      Rebecca lay down on the hard, cold floor. She curled her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She barely managed to keep her tears at bay.

      They’d had everything.

      Trust.

      Love.

      A purpose.

      And it was all dead.

      Yet she still had to keep going, didn’t she? There wasn’t anything else she could do. She’d given up heaven, and now she would have to adapt to hell.
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* * *

      The First Priest left the meeting with Hollowborne and traveled down a few floors to where Scoble and Reinheld were being held. His hand hurt from slapping her, his bones too old to be doing such things. Yet, a part of him liked it.

      But that wasn’t being truthful either.

      All of him liked it. The First Priest had never found sadism attractive, though he’d heard some Priests had a predilection for it. Yet, slapping that woman across the face had truly felt good, even though his hand was hurting right now. He didn’t know if it was because of what she had served, or if it was helping him reestablish some of the power he felt the High Priest had stolen—but either way, he’d enjoyed it.

      The First Priest hadn’t known about the woman named Christine, but the moment Hollowborne said her name, his nanotech had sent out alerts across the territory. She would be found soon, then brought here with these two. The First wanted everyone who had surrounded the Prophet at Corinth’s Shrine. The rest of the Ministry was still in shambles, and would be for some time to come. Here, though, the First could work without fear of interruption.

      The rest of the Council could rebuild.

      He would ensure the Black never returned.

      The First Priest reached the cell without slowing as he came upon the wall. It disappeared just before his foot would have touched it, and he crossed the barrier into the cell.

      Manor Reinheld sat to the Priest’s right and Rhett Scoble lay directly in front of him. These two had benches attached to the wall, unlike Hollowborne further up the building. Reinheld looked at him, but Scoble didn’t move.

      For a brief second, the First Priest thought about three things. First, his hurting hand, which led quickly to how much he enjoyed hurting the woman, and then unexpectedly, he thought about the blonde girl the High Priest had taken. A week had passed and not a word from the old man. He was alone with his plaything, and the First Priest wondered if he perhaps felt the same joy the High did right now.

      At hurting someone.

      “Scoble. That’s your name, correct?” the First asked.

      The man opened his eyes a little and looked over, though didn’t move his head at all. He looked at the First for a few seconds, then closed them again.

      So, the whole group thought themselves greater than the True Faith.

      Maybe this was a gift from Corinth. All these arrogant people delivered to the First Priest, and then him slapping someone for the first time in his life? Feeling the pleasure that came from such a thing? Yes, maybe this was a gift, a forgiveness combined with a reward.

      “Your friend is upstairs. Rebecca Hollowborne. Your other friend, I believe her name is Christine, she’ll be here soon, too. I believe her last name is Fain. Everything you wanted is over, and I know you think you’re going to die soon. That doesn’t have to be true.”

      The First Priest let the offer hang in the air, but Scoble didn’t react at all. Reinheld was still looking at him, but the First was keeping him around for a very different purpose.

      “You and your two friends are going to help the True Faith,” the Priest continued. “You’re going to help us make sure that the Black doesn’t return, and that if It does, we’ll be able to kill It. I wanted to give you some time to think on this, because right now, I imagine you’ll act like your friend upstairs. Indignant. Arrogant. Silly, mainly.” The First paused for a second, wondering how much he should say. He wanted to destroy this man, body and soul—though unsure which one he would enjoy more after the slap. “I’m sure you’ve both noticed your nanotechnology doesn’t work here. There won’t be any communicating with each other, nor anyone else.”

      The First Priest took a few steps forward. Scoble still didn’t open his eyes.

      “After what I say next, you may want to try contacting your friend upstairs. You won’t be able to … It was her, Rhett Scoble. She was the traitor in your organization. She was the one who told us where he would be at the end, flying so high in the sky, looking infinitely powerful, but having no idea that his life was nearly over. He had no idea we had him surrounded, and by the time he did, it was too late. She told us all of that. She killed him. Not us.”

      Scoble didn’t move at all, and if not for the slow rising and falling of his chest, the First Priest might have thought him dead.

      “Think about the things I’ve told you. They’re all true. There’s a lot of pain in this place for people who don’t love Corinth. For people such as yourself. I’ll be back soon. I hope you’re ready to talk.”

      The First Priest stared for a second longer. The man showed nothing. That was fine. He could be as arrogant as he wanted right now. Corinth and the True Faith would break him of that.
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      David is dead.

      That was the only thing Christine could be sure about. Rhett and Rebecca, she didn’t know, though with each passing hour, she thought it more likely.

      David is dead.

      She knew that because Rhett had told her, back when she still had contact with him.

      David is dead, Rhett’s nanotechnology said. Rhett sounded almost dead himself, his nanotech possessing almost no emotion.

      What? Christine had asked, her own voice immediately bordering on hysteria.

      He’s dead. I saw him die.

      No, no. That’s not possible. I’d feel something. Everything feels the same, Christine had said, refusing to believe it.

      They’re putting a necklace on me, Christine. Right now. You won’t be able to talk to me any—

      And then the connection had ended.

      She scrambled to connect with Rebecca next, but couldn’t find her.

      There were others she could contact, but none closer to David—none that would know what the hell Rhett was talking about.

      That had been on the day Christine now thought of as Day One.

      She was on Day Nine, and hadn’t heard another word from Rhett. Rebecca was lost from her, too. Yet, rumors had spread and rapidly, at least in the beginning. The Prophet was dead. The Summoning was over. Christine had tried to hold the line, demanding the Summoning continue, but the tide turned quickly. Transports were dispatched to the cities David controlled, decimating his followers.

      Christine watched it all over the past week, trying to hold on. Hoping that Rhett had been wrong; hoping that all wasn’t lost.

      On Day Nine, she woke up and knew the truth.

      David is dead, she thought.

      The SkyLight was just starting to change its hue and Christine had slept for less than two hours. She didn’t know when she’d last had a full night’s sleep, but she found tiny pockets of time when she could close her eyes. She’d spent the past week in a heavy fog of fear, exhaustion, and depression. She remembered some of the things she had seen—the transports sweeping down across the last city she’d been in. Their lasers firing indiscriminately at the towers hanging from the Earth’s surface. Whoever was in charge had taken the mindset that anyone still alive must follow the Prophet, and thus must die.

      She remembered the people she traveled with making heroic sacrifices to keep her moving, many of them dying behind her.

      She didn’t remember their names, though. Only their actions. They had followed David and despite the turning tide, continued their service.

      They’re dead now, Christine thought, and so is David.

      The past two days had pulled at her hope, bringing it down low until it finally couldn’t fly at all. Last night, the weight drowned her hope and ruthlessly killed it.

      Waking up this morning, Christine couldn’t deny it any longer. It was over, all of it. She’d noticed a change in the transports the last two days, and she finally had to admit it.

      “They’re after me,” she whispered. Other people slept around her, but she heard no stirring from her words. They were out cold, the constant movement and hyper alertness catching up to them.

      The transports weren’t on a simple kill mission anymore, at least not the ones she was seeing. The transports from the first week had been large things, with huge weapons attached that were capable of destroying entire buildings.

      Now, if she were to stick her head outside the shack they inhabited, she wouldn’t see such massive machines. In the distance, maybe a few miles off, there would be small transports—one or two person machines—flying slowly from building to building.

      She watched them a few hours ago, unsure what to say to the people traveling with her, ensuring that she survived above all else. They weren’t giving up hope despite what was now obvious. David was dead, and whatever power they had held when he lived, died with him.

      Christine watched the transports move along the outside of buildings. They would shoot green lights in through the windows—thin, horizontal scans that moved up and down the rooms. If they found someone, they first scanned them, and Christine had seen what happened when the scan finished…

      A single laser blasted through the window and cut the person in half. Their upper torso falling over while their lower half remained standing. It happened over and over, sometimes with groups and sometimes only with individuals, but Christine had watched.

      Now, looking up at the ceiling above her, she knew what they were doing. Why the wide scale destruction had stopped, and this smaller scalpel was being used.

      They want me.

      Who else could it be? Three of them had surrounded David: Rebecca, Rhett, and Christine. Perhaps the first two were the most important, but Christine knew her place wasn’t far behind. Someone was talking, telling the True Faith where to look for her, even as she skipped from city to city under the cover of darkness. Probably multiple someones, leaks coming from everywhere.

      What do I do? she wondered, and then immediately after, Why do they want me?

      If David was dead, what did she matter? What did any of them matter? Their blood was useless, even if it felt no different now that the Prophet was gone. Without him, they could do nothing.

      That doesn’t change the fact that if you walk over to the edge of the room and look out the window, you’re going to see transports making their way to you. Slowly. Scanning building after building, because they haven’t quit. You have a few more hours to get out of here, or else they’re going to find you.

      And then what?

      Christine rolled over and pushed herself to her feet. She looked at the ten people lying in the room with her. None moved. They were exhausted, but Christine knew what she had to do regardless of how they felt. Christine was simpler than either Rhett or Rebecca. She was more like David, lacking the complex feelings the other two were capable of. Christine would continue on. She wasn’t going to quit, nor would she wait for the transports to flush her out. The people in the room with her, they could make their own decisions, but if they continued serving, then they would fight as hard as she.

      David was dead, but Christine wasn’t. The Unformed still lived, too, even if unable to cross over. She had served David, and she still served the Unformed.

      “It’s time to get up,” she said to the still room.

      She heard movement around her, saw people rustling as her words crawled through their dreams.

      “Five minutes,” Christine said, “then we plan how the hell we’re getting out of here.”
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* * *

      Christine stared out the window, disbelief filling her.

      “It’s not possible,” someone said.

      Christine felt the exact same way, though she kept her own mouth closed. It might not be possible, but yet, her eyes weren’t lying to her.

      “They couldn’t have done it that quickly. Not all of those buildings.”

      Maybe not with the number that had been outside when they all fell asleep two hours ago. That many transports couldn’t have scanned those buildings, not in such a short time period. Christine wasn’t looking at ten double occupant transports now, though. She saw ten times that many.

      They were everywhere. The SkyLight above was growing brighter as noon crawled closer. The artificial sunlight bounced off the transports’ silver exteriors, reflecting orange at Christine.

      “What do we do?” someone said.

      They were maybe a half mile off, if that. Maybe another 100 buildings separated them from Christine’s.

      “We’re leaving. Make sure the transport is ready,” Christine said. “Now.”

      She heard two people rush off, though she didn’t take her eyes from the army outside. Everyone here would die, Christine felt sure of that. Maybe they would kill her, too—that she didn’t know. Perhaps they only wanted to guarantee David’s inner circle was dead, and that’s why they were moving so slowly.

      But, maybe they wanted her; it was another possibility.

      Christine wasn’t going to let either of those options take place, not if she could help it.

      “Downstairs,” she said. Their transport hovered beneath the building.

      “What the hell are we going to do? Try to fly away?”

      Christine turned from the window but didn’t bother looking at the man who asked the question. David might be dead, but what he taught her still stuck. Right now, she didn’t have time to answer any questions. They were moments from death.

      “Everyone get to the transport,” she said, raising her arm and pointing to the door at the edge of the room.

      They looked outside for a second longer, and then as a group followed her order.

      Christine followed, her pace quick and putting pressure on those in front to walk faster.

      The building they were in wasn’t very tall, and that created problems. The transport was at the bottom, and had the building been taller, they could have hidden more easily. Instead, other buildings stretched further down from the surface, and as the transports moved along them, they’d be more likely to see Christine’s transport.

      The group descended the staircase; it held no windows and Christine didn’t like that. She needed to see what was happening outside, but had no other option.

      “Faster,” she said. “Fucking go faster.”

      Her voice echoed off the walls, sounding harsh in her own ears.

      Their speed picked up and finally she was running.

      They reached the bottom and spilled out onto the platform. Christine walked to its edge and looked up into the sky. The transports were closer, and God, there were so many. They were like massive bees covering flowers, searching up and down for honey.

      “What do we do?” someone yelled to her.

      “Get inside the transport!” she hollered across the platform.

      There was a slight breeze, which was unusual but showed how many transports were looking for her—all their wind turbines actually changing the city’s atmosphere.

      You’re not going to make it, she thought. They’re right. What are you going to do? Race out of this city without them seeing you? Do you think the rickety thing beneath this platform is going to have more speed than the ones you’re looking at? Everyone is dead. All of you.

      Some leaders might have sacrificed themselves right then. They might have turned around and told their followers to go, that they would bring the enemy transports to them.

      The idea never even occurred to Christine. She would neither sacrifice herself nor surrender, because both were the same. The people following her, those that followed David before, had volunteered to die for this cause, and Christine would make them do it. They would fight until the end. Everyone beneath her command. If David died serving the Unformed, then so would they.

      She turned and ran across the platform, the metal clanging beneath her pounding feet. She rushed down the small stairs and hopped into the transport’s open top.

      Ten people were either seated or standing, all looking at her. Their faces were dirty, and she knew many held wounds beneath their clothing.

      Christine walked to the front of the transport and sat in her chair, facing the front window.

      Seal us off, she told her nanotech.

      The transport’s top closed.

      She listened to the soft noise of the turbines spinning outside. The moment she left the bottom of this building, the True Faith would see her. They would come, perhaps all of them.

      She turned around and looked at the crew behind her. “You two,” she said, pointing at the two men that had been with her since Day One. She thought their names both started with an ‘e’, but that’s as much as she knew. “Take hold of the weapons. Don’t fire until they’re within 30 Corinanmers. We can’t waste power with the lasers if we’re going to miss, and this thing isn’t going to be accurate at far distances. Do you understand?”

      Both nodded.

      She held their gaze for another second. Filthy and young, most likely their blood had been passed from their parents. They were here though, with her. They hadn’t fled, and now they were going to defend everyone in here against the coming onslaught.

      Christine nodded back at them, then turned around to face the transport’s front.

      She closed her eyes for a second, swallowed, and braced herself for the violence coming. When she opened them, she reached forward and grabbed the transport’s controls. She pressed forward on the accelerator and the smooth hum outside increased. At the same time, she dropped the transport and it streaked down beneath the building.

      It paused for a brief second, hanging in the air, as she switched directions from down to forward.

      The transport took off, slamming her and everyone else back into their seats.

      She glanced to the upper left of the window, seeing the transport’s rear displayed.

      The 100 transports had all stopped moving over their metal flowers, their noses now pointing toward the strange transport fleeing the city.

      Christine tried to press harder on the accelerator, but there was nowhere for it to go. The transport vibrated as it whipped by the buildings outside.

      Still looking in the upper left of the screen, Christine saw transports dropping just as hers had. Ten at first, then another twenty, and finally the majority of them were all free falling from the city, looking to find the open sky beneath the dangers of the city’s buildings. She had a bit of a head start on them, but not much. The transport was roaring along, at least it felt like it inside, but Christine understood that the things behind her would catch up quickly.

      Seconds turned into minutes. No one around Christine spoke, most of them were turned around and looking at the coming onslaught.

      They reached her just as she passed the city’s last building.

      “FIRE!” she shouted.

      The lasers ignited, rocking the inside of the transport. Christine bore down on the accelerator, maintaining control of the machine.

      “YES!” someone shouted in the back. Christine’s eyes flashed to the upper left of the window and watched as one of the enemy ships fell, flames growing rapidly across its exterior.

      Christine looked forward again. She tilted the nose down, picking up speed as she bent to gravity’s will.

      The ships behind her did the same.

      One approached on her right, breaking her transport’s back plane.

      “HIT IT!” someone shouted. Lasers were firing off the ship at a constant pace, but Christine couldn’t keep up with what they were striking.

      A green light flashed inside the transport, starting at the top and then scanning down. The transport shook, both from the speed Christine imposed on it and the lasers shooting from it. The green light flowed down Christine’s body, and she watched it as it scanned her taut forearms gripping the ship’s controls.

      “I GOT IT!” someone shouted and the green light died. Christine glanced to her right, seeing the ship that had been scanning them dropping.

      Another ship pulled up on the opposite side, slowing down as it did, so that they were traveling at the same speed. Christine looked at it, knowing with certainty that she couldn’t outrun any of them. It was further away, yet the green light splayed from its side, catching her transport in its rays.

      It moved across her opposite shoulder, then stopped.

      It held about midway through the transport, the green light cutting a line right across her arm.

      The light shut off and Christine looked over, hoping to see the transport falling as the other had.

      They know you’re in here, she thought.

      “KILL THEM!”

      Lasers ripped from the transport’s weapons, but each shot was keeping it from reaching its full speed—sacrificing power for protection.

      More were approaching now. Christine saw one appear at the top of her vision, another beneath them.

      “BRING YOUR TRANSPORT TO A STOP.”

      The voice was human and filled the air, muting even the lasers’ noise.

      Christine’s teeth ground together and she tried yet again to push the accelerator forward.

      The transport above her moved closer.

      “SHOOT THE MOTHERFUCKER!” Christine shouted.

      “I CAN’T! IT’S TOO CLOSE, THE RICOCHET WILL HIT US!” one of the men screamed back.

      Christine wasted no time. She flipped the thrusters from behind her toward the ship’s bottom. Everyone inside flew forward, even the gunners losing grips on their weapons. The transport ripped upward, slamming into the ship above them. Metal crunched and Christine looked up, her hands reflexively loosening on the controls as she tried to see if her attack was working.

      The enemy ship didn’t veer to the left or right, but rather sat on top of them. Christine looked down; the ship from the bottom was almost on them now. If Christine fell through the floor, she wouldn’t fall more than six inches before landing on it.

      She knew what came next.

      It was over.

      Fuck ‘em, she thought.

      The turbines switched again. She blasted them above and the transport flew into the ship beneath, slamming into it … Or that’s what she expected to happen. Instead Christine saw only electricity spread out across the transport’s bottom. There was an electrical field around them.

      And now she felt it, her speed decreasing. Her hands held the controls down, but it didn’t matter. They were slowing, the invisible field forcing them to stop. She turned around and looked at those behind her.

      “Hand to hand, then. Use whatever you can.”

      Christine stood, ready to die. She pulled a blade from her jacket pocket. She watched as others pulled more advanced weapons, but Christine had learned over the past few weeks that she preferred steel when it came to death.

      The ship slowed to a full stop.

      They hovered in the air, and Christine took a moment to look around outside. Transports everywhere. They weren’t firing, though, and that meant they were here to capture her—not kill her.

      Electricity sparked above her and she watched as the field peeled back the transport’s door. It opened slowly, metal mechanisms inside screeching in protest. Christine brought the blade in front of her, expecting people to drop down and the fight to begin.

      The door stood open for a moment and everyone stared up, though no one moved.

      Christine felt the blast, but just for a second. Air—and only air—yet still a force she had never felt before shot out from the ship above. She held no chance against it, and it filled the transport. She lost her footing immediately and was pressed down against the floor. Her head hit it hard, and bright stars danced across her vision, quickly followed by blackness encroaching around the sides.

      She looked around her and saw the others pressed down as well. No one was able to move. Everyone had been disabled without so much as a single punch thrown.

      Christine thought that people would drop in, but as her transport started moving forward again she realized they wouldn’t waste the effort. The air kept pummeling her, refusing to let her up. She could see the skin on her arms rippling flat against her bones.

      The transport slowly turned around and started flying north.

      Christine saw the blade, knocked from her grip and held firmly in place just out of reach. She closed her eyes, still seeing stars in the darkness, and knew that the war was over.
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      “There they are,” the First Priest said. He spoke as if he was showing Rebecca matching dining room furniture he wanted to sell her.

      Instead of something she might want to purchase, Rebecca was looking at two people she loved. Perhaps the last two of those people that existed. Rhett and Christine.

      They were spread eagle against a stone wall. Necklaces were wrapped around their necks and clamps held their arms and wrists against the stone. Their bodies didn’t sag against the clamps, meaning that they were supported by something unseen. Rebecca didn’t know what, having no idea what sort of power the True Faith held. It could be magic for all she knew.

      They had gotten Christine.

      There’s nothing they can’t have now, she thought. David is gone and their reign is supreme. The only thing that ever protected you from this fate was him, and you killed him.

      “I’ve told the one on the right, Scoble, that you were our informant. I don’t think he’s told the new woman yet, though I’m not completely sure why. Perhaps he doesn’t believe me, or doesn’t want to.”

      Rebecca sat on the stool in the middle of her room; the wall which flickered in and out of existence to let the Priest in now displayed her loved ones.

      The First Priest turned to her, though Rebecca didn’t look over. “I know that you worked alone, but I still find it hard to believe. All of these people loved him, your dead brother. They all wanted him to succeed; yet you, his sister, decided that couldn’t happen. I find it … odd, I guess.”

      “What’s going to happen to them?” Rebecca asked. Demanding anything was impossible, and if she needed a reminder, she only had to reach up and touch her tender cheek.

      “It depends on how much you, and they, want to work with me. Each of you will influence how much pain you all receive,” the First Priest said, looking back to the wall.

      “What do you think I can tell you? I don’t have David’s power. I never did. Neither did they. You’re asking for us to describe a world that we’ve never been to. I can only tell you what I saw with David, but that’s not going to help you.”

      The First Priest’s bald face remained placid. “That’s a start. Let’s begin there. Tell me everything you know about your brother, and when you finish, we’ll see what else we can figure out.”

      “What are you going to ask of them?” Rebecca said.

      He smiled. “I’m not sure yet. I think figuring out how they can serve Corinth will be part of the fun.” The First Priest looked to her again. “We’ll begin tonight. I want you to start at the beginning. I want to know everything about him, your dead Prophet. I don’t care how long it takes.”

      Rebecca remained still for a moment. Rhett and Christine didn’t appear to be in any pain, but what would they look like next time she saw them? Would all their skin still be there? What about their eyes? Fingers and toes? What parts of them would be missing, and how could she help stop that?

      “I’ll tell you what I know….” Rebecca had to be careful with her words here. Foolishness couldn’t be mistaken for bravery, and to make demands would bring only pain. Yet, she still wanted to tell this man something—anything—that might help Rhett and Christine.

      Your choices put them up there, arms and legs spread, at this Priest’s mercy.

      “Were you going to finish that sentence?” he asked.

      “No,” Rebecca said as tears came to her eyes.

      There wasn’t any point. Foolishness or bravery, what did any of it matter anymore?

      “I’m going to go see your friends then,” the First Priest said. “Think about where you want to start this evening.”
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* * *

      The two hadn’t spoken much, and Rhett figured that was for two reasons, the first being anything they said would be heard. The second was … what did they really have to say?

      They both knew what was going to happen, and for the most part, what had already happened.

      There’s more to tell her, Rhett. You just don’t want to do it.

      He hadn’t mentioned to Christine what the First Priest told him. He hadn’t said anything about Rebecca, and he wasn’t going to. Because it wasn’t true.

      Then why are you worrying about it? a piece of his mind asked. If it’s a lie, why not put it out in the open? Christine won’t believe it either.

      Was that true, though? Innately, Rhett felt Christine would be more inclined to believe it, regardless of how close Rebecca and David had been.

      She’s right next to you. Tell her and find out.

      Rhett pushed the thought from his mind. It didn’t matter if he said anything or not, the Priest would whenever he returned—Rhett was sure of that.

      They now hung against the wall, though the word ‘hung’ wasn’t exactly accurate. It was simply all Rhett’s exhausted mind could come up with at the moment. There wasn’t any pain; they simply rested with their backs against the wall. Rhett knew they were waiting for pain, though.

      Christine did, too, even if she hadn’t voiced it. Their past had led to this present, and both surely knew what was to come.

      “How long do you think we’ve been in here?” she asked, pulling him from his thoughts.

      He found that he liked hearing her voice. Preferred it immeasurably to the sound of his own thoughts.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I hate this,” she said. “It’s the most undignified position I’ve ever been in.”

      Rhett smiled. “Undignified?”

      “I don’t really have another phrase for it. You know what I’m saying.”

      He did. Their bodies spread wide across the wall and forced to stare straight forward; he was almost like a cadaver.

      He couldn’t help but laugh, even if softly, at Christine’s rancor. Their world had ended, and they now sat at the Old World’s proverbial gates of hell, waiting for the Devil to come open them … and yet she had a problem with the way the gates looked.

      “You saw him?” she asked. “At the end?”

      “Yes,” Rhett said.

      “How did it happen? I haven’t heard anything, not since you first told me. Only rumors.”

      Rhett closed his eyes, picturing David in the sky. Flying backwards and sending those gray webs forward, a God in his element and fighting some demon refusing to recognize his power.

      “He was … He was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. This man, this Disciple, was going after him. They were in the sky and David kept retreating. The Disciple, he was somehow immune to David’s gray. I didn’t know what was going to happen. It seemed like he couldn’t actually hurt the Disciple, but the Disciple couldn’t reach him either. It was a standoff, I guess. And then ….”

      He paused, seeing the orange lights again—huge, bright dots appearing across the sky.

      A chill went down his body.

      “Ships. Hundreds of them. They were invisible, Christine. No one saw them. No one knew they were there at all. They surrounded him and he had no idea. They all fired at once … and that was it. He just fell ….”

      “Stop,” Christine said. Rhett’s voice had turned watery, unable to hold his emotion back. Christine’s was frosted ice from an arctic cave untouched by the sun. “Ships? Ships shot David?”

      Rhett couldn’t nod, nor turn to look at Christine. “Yes.”

      “That’s not possible ….” She trailed off for a second, then said, “You’re sure? It wasn’t something else? Not some trick the True Faith used?”

      Rhett opened his mouth, but paused for a moment, the memory replaying. “No. I’m sure. The lasers somehow revealed the parts of the ships they were attached to. Like outlines in the sky. Ships shot him down, Christine. Why does it matter?”

      “I don’t believe it,” she said, the ice freezing harder. “I don’t fucking believe it.”

      Rhett could only stare across the empty room, could see none of the emotion on Christine’s face. “What? What is it?”

      “She knew. She fucking knew they were coming for him.”

      Rhett felt his stomach sink, a thousand pound weight suddenly appearing inside him. “Who?”

      “Rebecca. I told her. We heard from a source that they were sending ships after David, and I told her.” The last two words broke through the ice and sounded hysterical. They echoed off the walls around them, a madness bouncing to and fro before finally coming to rest, leaving only silence behind.

      “No,” Rhett said. “No, you didn’t.”

      But he knew the truth.

      The First Priest hadn’t lied.

      “I did,” Christine whispered. “I told her that there were ships coming for him and she said she would tell him. He would have known they were there. He would have been looking for them. She’s the traitor. It was her. And … she watched Stellan die.”

      Rhett saw Stellan’s face as she spoke his name.

      “She watched him fry up there in the air, turning us all into murderers, and she said nothing. She just sat there and watched.”

      Rhett blinked, but only from habit. He held no interest in flushing the tears from his eyes, hardly recognized they were there at all.

      “David’s dead because of her,” Christine said. Rhett didn’t know if she was talking to him or herself, but there wasn’t any need to tell her about the Priest. There wasn’t any need to say anything at all—maybe for the rest of his short life. “It’s all over, and she caused it.”

      The wall in front of them flickered briefly—just as it had done in Rhett’s previous room—before falling away.

      The First Priest walked in. Rhett blinked again, this time trying to clear his eyes, as he could only see a hazy figure with shockingly pale skin.

      “She knows, and you do too,” the man said as Rhett finally got a clear view of him. He was smiling.

      Rhett had largely ignored him earlier. He had simply lain on the bench and kept his eyes shut, trying to show none of the emotions running through him. Now, though, looking at this bald follower of Corinth, he saw everything at once.

      The man was taking joy in this. Real pleasure—perhaps a pure pleasure.

      Would you be any different? If you stood where he does right now?

      “I wasn’t lying,” the First Priest said. “Rebecca Hollowborne was our informant. She’s going to keep informing us as well, just like the two of you.”

      The wall behind flickered again, but didn’t close. Instead it showed Rebecca, sitting in some nondescript room. Rhett blinked hard, trying to completely clear his tears because he wanted to see her. He wanted to view Rebecca as …

      As a traitor, because you haven’t before.

      She only looked forward, not knowing she was being watched. Not knowing, or not caring.

      The Priest turned around and looked at the video. “You see, we know that the Black will return. At least, we think so. Its time is running out, but It may yet try again. If It does, we’ll be prepared; we’ll know everything we possibly can. We erred the first two times, but,” and the Priest turned around to say his next words, “we seemed to get everything right this go round.”

      The screen behind him didn’t flicker off, but the First Priest was done with it. He walked toward Rhett, stopping within an arm’s length. “Where did both of you rank within his hierarchy? Was his sister higher? Or did he know she was corrupted? It makes me wonder, this powerful Prophet, how great he could have been if he didn’t understand the woman who grew up beside him was going to cause his downfall? What do you think?”

      Rhett said nothing. Tears flooded his eyes again, hot and blinding in their ferocity.

      “Was he perhaps … a false Prophet?” His words dripped with sarcasm.

      The First Priest looked to Christine. He stepped slowly toward her, as if taking her in for the first time. He moved as close as he had with Rhett.

      Rhett could still see him, though Christine was out of sight.

      “You’re the angry one, is that it? He’s the level-headed follower, and you’re the one with a head full of steam? Or is he a coward and you the warrior? How did you all classify yourselves beneath him?”

      Christine said nothing, and Rhett watched the Priest take a step closer.

      “You’re going to help me, even if you don’t know it yet.” The wall behind him flickered and then disappeared. The Disciple walked through the open space, entering the room. The same one that had carried Rhett to the One Path, then chased David through the sky like a rabid hound. He remained behind the Priest, showing no sign of having ever met Rhett at all. He looked as though he saw no one else in the room, but was standing alone.

      And that fits perfectly, doesn’t it? Because to him, there isn’t anyone else here.

      “What I want from you, from both of you, is anything that might help me stop your bastard God the next time It tries infiltrating Earth. And you’re going to start giving it to me tomorrow morning, understand?”

      Rhett no longer looked at the Priest, instead watching the Disciple. Rhett understood the power the man held. “Christine—” he started to say, but immediately knew he was too late.

      She spat in the Priest’s face, yellow phlegm sticking to his cheek.

      His eyes widened a bit and he stared forward—clearly unable to believe what had just happened.

      A moment or two passed and then his eyes relaxed, a smile forming on his face. He reached into his robes and pulled out a white handkerchief, using it to wipe away the spittle.

      “I’d hoped you would say no, but hadn’t expected it to be with such ferocity,” the First Priest said.

      “No,” Rhett whispered, unable to help himself. Knowing what was coming.

      The First Priest looked over for a second, his smile widening as he did. “I forgot. You’ve met the Disciples. You’ve had some experience.” The First Priest looked back to Christine. “You don’t have any, but only for the moment. You see, we Priests spend much of our time in contemplation, trying to divine Corinth’s will, as well as the best ways to put it in motion. Given this segregation of duty, we need people who can act in ways we can’t.”

      The First Priest took a few steps back, creating an open path between Christine and the Disciple.

      “Allow me to introduce you to a man of action,” the First Priest said.

      The Disciple didn’t move at all. Rhett couldn’t see Christine, but he didn’t need to. Her screams told him everything with perfect clarity.
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      Raylyn hadn’t been able to pull herself away from Manor. First in her thoughts, and then visually. She’d gone to see him nearly as soon as she came to, having no recollection of fainting in front of the First Council. Surprisingly enough, she found she didn’t care at all about that—about what any of those five thought anymore. It wasn’t just the First Priest she held high disdain for, but each one of them that had looked down on her as he delivered the news that they knew would wreck her.

      Raylyn had woken up in her bed—the only one she had anymore, the bed inside Corinth’s Shrine—and immediately went to find Manor. She hadn’t said anything, hadn’t even entered the cell, only watched him sitting next to another of the weapon’s followers.

      She didn’t stay long, found standing in front of him too brutal.

      She went back to her room and waited, not knowing for what. Corinth’s Blood rested in her pocket, and when she wanted, she could feel it against her leg. She had a coin and nothing else.

      A coin.

      And nothing else.

      It was a shocking thought, something that wouldn’t have been comprehensible when she first saw the blood red object floating across the air to her. Two months ago such a thing would have been all she ever wanted. Now? It sat in her pocket, but she wouldn’t pull it out to look at it. She didn’t want to be reminded that it was all she had.

      She hadn’t wanted to think it possible; it was a mistake. Manor wasn’t part of the Black.

      Yet when she looked into his eyes, she knew the truth. There’d been no denial, no mystery about why he was trapped in a cell with some strange man. He hadn’t said a word, and in doing so, said everything.

      One of her room’s walls now only displayed a video of his cell, his image on almost all the time. The other man was removed at some point, but Raylyn didn’t care about him. Rhett Scoble and those like him would be dead soon.

      Which means Manor will be, too.

      She watched him as the hours passed, drifting in and out of sleep, but unable to keep him from filling her mind. Even asleep, she dreamed of him. She would find herself sitting next to him in that cell, alternating between crying and screaming right in his face, “WHY?”

      She’d wake up though and only be alone. Her and her coin. No one to scream at, only a live feed of him plastered across the wall—reminding her of what she had lost.

      You never had it to begin with. It was all a lie.

      Eventually, Raylyn rose from her bed and shut the display down, leaving a blank white wall where Manor had been. She didn’t know what the First Priest would think of her plan, but was confident he would let her know the moment he found out about it.

      She made her way through Corinth’s Shrine. She walked slowly, not truly wanting to reach her destination, but understanding it was either this, or waiting alone in her room for … nothing.

      There wasn’t any fate approaching Raylyn, and she knew that now. No lover to hold at night, to worship Corinth faithfully with. She had a coin and nothing else, and going to this man now was perhaps a way of closure. Perhaps not, though. Perhaps it was simply a way to not feel alone anymore.

      She reached his cell. A Disciple stood to the side, looking just like Rogan had in that other lifetime—before everything crumbled before her eyes. She paid him no mind, and he returned the same courtesy to her.

      Open, she told the wall. It flickered out of existence and then Manor was in front of her.

      He was in the same position he’d been when she left her room, laying on his back across the bench. His left arm was over his eyes and his chest rose up and down slowly.

      Why haven’t they killed him yet? The question rose unbidden in Raylyn’s mind. He wasn’t one of the inner sanctum. He was ancillary, if that. Just a foot soldier. Yet he’s still here, alive, and you have free access to him.

      Manor’s arm raised from his face and he looked over to her. He stared for a second and then brought his arm back down, blocking out the world.

      Raylyn didn’t leave, but stepped in further. She told the wall to close and listened as it sealed her and this traitorous creature off from anyone else.

      “Why?” she whispered, her voice shaking even at such a low volume.

      “To which part?” Manor asked. He sounded slightly better than dead, but only slightly. As if any emotions he once experienced had passed from existence, and whatever kept him speaking would soon too.

      “Both,” she said, not needing explanation. “Why did you join? And why did you lie?”

      “Do you remember one of our first conversations, Raylyn? When I asked you about your job?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “You projected how strongly you believed onto other people. You couldn’t fathom that anyone might actually love Corinth less than you, despite the fact that your entire job consists of capturing people who don’t.”

      Raylyn didn’t know how to respond, so she said the only thing that came to her mind. “That’s all bullshit.”

      “In that projection is where your original sin lies,” Manor said, eyes still closed. “Or rather, the faith beneath that projection. Because others feel for their gods just as you do yours, and they always have. Why do you love Corinth?”

      He spoke calmly, completely different than the way Raylyn felt and the way he’d looked when she’d come before. He’d been a wreck then, but now he spoke as if teaching a class that he’d seen 100 times before.

      “You’ve thought about all of this before, haven’t you?” she asked. “Just asking questions that you’ve had ready since we first met, and that’s not fair!”

      The last words ripped through the room.

      When silence came again, he answered. “You asked why did I join, I’m trying to tell you. Why do you love Corinth?”

      “Because He saved us. He gave us life when the world tried to kill us. He created everything we have, and we will give thanks forever because of it.”

      “No, Raylyn. You love Corinth because you were taught to. That’s it. There’s no other reason. This used to be something that was known, if never really spoken about. Now, it’s treason. You worship him because that’s what you were taught to do as a child. The people in the Constant or the Old World, any Ministry, they all do the same. God is what we’re taught God is, and we’re taught it so young, we believe it until our brains cease working.”

      “What do you know? You’re a traitor to your very kind. Not just me, or us, but to humanity.”

      “I was taught the same,” he continued as if she hadn’t said anything. “I loved Corinth … as much as you. As much as anyone. Until I was shown something different.”

      “The Prophet?” she nearly spat the word.

      “He didn’t show me, but the other person that was in here did. That’s the difference between us, and that’s why it’s going to be hard for you to understand how I gave up what you consider a birthright. I saw something that was true, not something that was taught to me. I saw it when I was old enough to make my own decisions, and that’s why you’ll never get it. Because you haven’t seen it.”

      “What? What did you see, Manor?”

      “He showed me the Unformed, but only for a second. He showed me David Hollowborne. He showed me, briefly, how all of this was false, and how it would all fall away soon.” He paused for a few seconds, but Raylyn didn’t think he was finished. She waited, and he finally spoke again. “We were both born in darkness, and we both loved it because that’s all we knew. I was shown a ray of light and I reached for it. That’s the only explanation I have, and it’s not something you can even believe.”

      She stared at him, her lips trembling and her eyes full of tears. They were going to spill over; she held no doubt of that.

      “Did you love me?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Then why did you lie to me? Why did you trick me?”

      “At first, because I wanted to find out what you knew about us … and then, I did it because I loved you.”

      “You told them, didn’t you? Your higher ups, you told them what I said about the ships heading to the Prophet.”

      She saw him nod beneath his arm.

      “Then you didn’t love me.”

      “I loved him more, Raylyn. The same as you love your god more than me. That’s all.”

      “And he’s dead now,” she said, hoping the words cut his heart open—cut him so deep that the wound would never heal, never stop bleeding.

      Manor did nothing, only sat still beneath his forearm.

      “You’re going to die,” Raylyn said after a minute, still wanting to twist the knife in him. He could sit here in silence, acting as if she never mattered—as if nothing they shared mattered—but she’d be damned if she didn’t try her hardest to make him feel something. Some of her pain.

      “I know.”

      “It won’t be an easy death, Manor.”

      “I know.”

      “Does anything matter to you?”

      “Yes, everything you’re saying does. But I made my decision when I took His blood. I’m not going to run from the consequences of doing such a thing now that we’ve lost. He gave me purpose and a life, and I’m as thankful for that as you are for Corinth. If I have to die because I served Him, then that’s fine. I only wish they’d hurry up with it.”

      Raylyn kept staring for a time, not wanting to pull away but unsure of what else to say. She opened her mouth at least twice, but couldn’t verbalize what was going through her head.

      “Did you ever really love me?” she finally asked, and the question felt silly to her. He was going to his death for crimes against humanity—crimes against Corinth—and yet here she stood like some little girl, asking her first crush whether or not it was all a lie.

      “I still do, Raylyn. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.”

      She couldn’t take it anymore and turned away. She walked toward the wall and it disappeared for her. She left him in his cell and walked blurry eyed back to her room. Raylyn might have passed people in the hallway, but she didn’t know. When she finally reached her room, she fell down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling.

      The wall remained white, not showing her lost lover.

      What does it mean? Raylyn wondered. He talks like you do. He says the same things you do, only he says them about something … evil. And, yet, he lays there and says he still loves you. That he never stopped.

      How? How can he feel any of those things? One or the other is a lie. Either he loves you or he loves the Black, but he can’t do both. It’s simply not possible.

      The two conjectures wouldn’t compute in her mind. They were things that couldn’t exist at the same time, yet the person she loved said they did.
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      “I want to know about the blood. I think that’s as good a place to start as any. It’s his blood right? Or it was, at least, since there isn’t a ‘he’ any longer.”

      Rhett looked at the back of the First Priest’s head. Rhett still hung from the wall, though Christine was no longer there. Rhett had seen some of Christine when they pulled her down; her body looked like a disease had taken hold of it—something that primarily affected her skin. Red dots littered her flesh, and Rhett understood what had happened.

      The Disciple had used her nanotech, perhaps down to her very atoms, and that was the result. The pocks across every inch of visible skin.

      Christine had been unconscious when they pulled her down.

      She wasn’t now. The First Priest was looking at her. Rhett doubted she was in the room right next to his, as the wall in front of him portrayed. The wall would show Rhett whatever the Priest wanted it to, and right now, they looked at Christine.

      She was hanging somewhere, just like him.

      “Can she see me?” he asked.

      “Not right now,” the First Priest said without turning around.

      The display’s implied threat was clear. If Rhett didn’t tell this man what he wanted to hear, then there would be pain—not for Rhett, but for Christine.

      “The blood, Mr. Scoble. What is it? What does it do?”

      Rhett sighed. He knew what Christine would tell him to do. Spit on this Priest and let her die. She was always the cruelest, but at least she was consistent with it. The cruelty would extend to herself as well.

      Rhett knew he couldn’t do that, though. A part of him wanted to, not out of any hatred toward Christine, but because … fuck these people. This Priest. The True Faith. Corinth. The entire false religion, and giving them anything at all would have been a betrayal to David, to the Unformed—

      David isn’t alive and the Unformed is gone, his mind responded. All that’s left is you and Christine. Not even Rebecca matters anymore. You only have each other.

      “Mr. Scoble?” the First asked.

      “What do you want to know about it?”

      “Let’s begin with the basics. It’s his blood, correct?”

      “Yes,” Rhett said. “His, or someone like him.”

      “What do you mean?” the First Priest asked, turning around.

      These people were clueless. They had no idea what David had done, nor how he did it … and yet, they defeated him.

      No, Rebecca defeated him. These people here couldn’t do anything by themselves.

      “The Blood of the Touched is passed from parent to child,” Rhett said, keeping his thoughts to himself. “There were two before David. Abby and Veritros—”

      “Abby?”

      “That’s what we call the girl. We don’t know her name.” Rhett paused for a beat, then asked, “Do you?”

      The First stared at him for a second, then smiled. “You love these people don’t you? Truly idolize them. Even Veritros, with all her destruction. It’s remarkable, how crazy you all are.”

      Rhett glanced up to Christine, not needing to say a word. The First Priest called him crazy, while at the same time hanging a woman from the wall. The Priest didn’t lose his smile.

      “It’s not crazy to kill the crazies. Because, after all, it was you who started this, correct? With your Summoning?”

      Rhett met the First Priest’s eyes. “You attacked our home.”

      The First looked on for a second longer, then waved the comment away. “Let’s continue. So this disease, it passes from mother to child? Or father to child? Does it pass from spouse to spouse during sex?”

      “No. Just through descendants.”

      The First nodded and turned back to the wall displaying Christine. “That puts a lot of this in perspective. You all don’t really need to spread that much, to ‘convert’ as you call it. You have an inbred conversion already happening, and after 1,000 years … even if we wipe out 90%, there’s a lot of you ….”

      He trailed off and Rhett said nothing. He didn’t know how much he was hurting the Unformed’s cause, whether he was ruining any chance of It ever returning; he only understood that he might be helping Christine.

      “Truly, in order to make sure that your kind doesn’t rise again, we’ll have to kill all of you. Everyone who ever encountered any of the three Prophets ….” He trailed off again, but only for a few moments. “Tell me what the blood does. Why is it important?”

      “What do you know?” Rhett said, unable to keep the words inside. He was almost flabbergasted at how stupid these people were; after thousands of years, they still struggled with the most basic concepts.

      “I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Scoble. Go on. Answer.”

      “The blood connects us with him. When he’s working, it lets us—”

      “Working?” the First asked.

      “Connecting to the Unformed. Or using his powers. Our blood … it sort of itches.”

      “But why would you want that? What’s the benefit? Does it let him communicate to you?”

      Rhett smiled a bit. “How do you think the Summoning was possible? He couldn’t have had all those people move at once otherwise.”

      The First Priest must have heard the smile through his voice. He turned around, his own wiped from his face. “If I were you, I’d limit the arrogance … If we were to take some of your blood, would we be able to see it? Would there be any difference?”

      “I don’t know,” Rhett said. “I doubt it; it’s one of the reasons we went undetected for so long.”

      The First looked back to Christine. “Never mind. We’ll find out with your friend here. You too, I think. There’s one thing that has bothered me about this conversation. You keep talking about your Prophet in the present tense. There is no more present tense for him, only the past. I want you to remember that next time we talk.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Christine Fain is certainly a feisty one,” the First Priest said. He was in good spirits, the best he’d felt in a long time. Better even than before the Black had showed up. Because he was winning now, and from the looks of it, would continue doing so.

      They were draining blood from the two downstairs, and soon they’d know everything about it. The First had taken it easy on Scoble when removing the blood; he needed Scoble to continue talking. He hadn’t been as kind to Fain though.

      She had hurt … and while the First hadn’t physically touched her, he still liked it. Not quite as much as the slap he’d given the Hollowborne woman, but it was close.

      “Did you and Christine get along before you betrayed her and everyone else you loved?” the First asked Hollowborne.

      “Is she okay?” the woman asked from her stool.

      “It’s all relative.” The First’s nanotech pulled a chair from the wall and he sat down on it. He wasn’t as close to Hollowborne as last time, wanting to give her some space. She would need to speak at great lengths, and the First Priest didn’t want her to feel pressure, at least not too much. The entire environment around her was the pressure, her friends, her captivity—doing more now wouldn’t help him. “I’d like to start talking about your Prophet.”

      “How badly have you hurt her?” Hollowborne asked.

      The First Priest studied her for a moment, then said, “She’ll live. My hand is still a little sore from the last smack I had to give you, and I’m sure your face is tender. We can do it again if you want, though.”

      True fire birthed in the woman’s eyes, but quickly died. The First could almost see her mind extinguishing it, telling her the pain wasn’t worth it.

      “You’re a prideful group, aren’t you?” the First said. “You really thought this creature would lead you to victory. The Unformed. And now you’re just starting to realize It won’t, but that arrogance hangs on. I wonder, having you three here, will that be the last to go?”

      “What’s happening outside? To the rest of us?”

      “The same fate that you had wanted to yoke on our shoulders. You’re all dying. I spoke with Scoble earlier about his blood. The Prophet’s. There’s something to it, because the moment your brother died, things started turning. The bloodlust craziness you all possessed seemed to just cease.” He smiled. “And now, we’re exterminating everyone. The other Ministries as well. By the end, there will be none of you left, and with you and Scoble helping so much, we’ll make sure the bloodline ends for good.”

      Hollowborne looked away from him. She blinked a few times, and then a finger went to the corner of her eye, wiping away tears.

      “You wanted this, so why the tears?”

      She shook her head. “No. I never wanted this. I didn’t want all of us dead. I didn’t want Christine tortured. No.” Hollowborne didn’t look at him as she spoke, only stared at the floor in front of her.

      “But you wanted that for us, right?” the First whispered, finding real joy in this. He was beginning to understand there were different types of torture. The physical kind, which Christine Fain was undergoing—but here was the mental piece of it.

      “Yes. In the beginning. Not at the end, though. I just knew that he had to die. I didn’t want it for anyone else.”

      “Do you have any idea how many people did die?”

      She said nothing.

      “And it was because of you,” the First Priest said. His voice was grave but his heart sung like the faithful at service. “They died because you let all this happen, and now there’s going to be more death. Your kind—his kind—will never rise again.”

      Silence fell on the room, a stark depression that filled the space around Hollowborne and an exuberant happiness embracing the Priest.

      “Now,” he said, finally breaking it. “It’s time I learn about your Prophet. I want to know how it happened. I want to know how he avoided detection. I want to know what to expect when the Black decides to return.”

      There was a long, long silence. The First Priest thought the mental torture wouldn’t be enough for this one and was nearly ready to let the beatings resume. He thought he might actually enjoy it more than learning about the Prophet.

      Finally, though, Rebecca Hollowborne started speaking.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He was young when it happened. Not as young as Abby. I think the Unformed might have learned a bit about humanity with her: that if It picked someone too young, Its chance of success diminished. Perhaps Veritros had been a little bit too old; that’s what I think at least. She was 19, or something close it, and the Unformed can’t morph them as well then. Of course, It can do what It wants for the most part, but there’s still a pliability to the young that lessens with age.

      I should begin with my parents. I don’t know where else to start. They were … radicals. Not like me, or any of David’s followers. We weren’t radicals, because whether or not you think what we did was right, there is something behind us. My parents, they just wanted the world to burn.

      When I look back at it now, they wanted that more than anything else. They wanted the Ministries to fall. Gods to fall. Faith to fall. They wanted to restart everything and … well, David’s and my own importance was placed after that. They loved us, but it didn’t always feel like it.

      David was born in the Old World, though I’m sure you know that now. Our parents were too. I’ve never really been sure why they didn’t stay. It seems that the Old World would have been a more hospitable location for ideas like theirs. Not hospitable, per se, but more so than within the True Faith, if only because of the technological advances here.

      And maybe that’s why they came. It wouldn’t be enough to burn the world from a place of relative strength. No, those fools had to do it where the Ministries were strongest.

      David was five when I was born. My parents took a lot of steps to ensure that nanotechnology made its way into the womb. I imagine they spent a fortune on not only the procedures, but also keeping it a secret. The three of them, my parents and David—they could be discovered, but if the True Faith had found me, it would have had to keep me as their own. Especially so young.

      You could retrain my brain to follow Corinth instead of my parent’s crazy beliefs.

      It’s weird, thinking about it now, because David seemed almost expendable. My parents took him from the Old World and brought him to a place where he would never ever fit in, yet when they had me, they went to great lengths to make sure I would at least have a chance of survival if they were caught. But as life went on, I became the expendable one. David … he was the only essential person.

      Where am I going with all of this?

      I was born, and my parents didn’t even pause in their adventures. They kept on with their radical circles. Once David grew older, he looked into it a bit. I think he was 20 or so. He said our parents were serious about overthrow, and they wanted a two prong approach to it. Education and then violence. Did any of you ever wonder why David waited so long to attack? Especially when Veritros had done it so quickly? She spent five years building her forces and David spent 20. There’s your answer—our parents. I think, in the end, most everything goes back to our parents, though David wouldn’t agree.

      He would say we can put everything on them if we want, but it’s us that control our destiny. We’re not programs set at birth.

      He told me that before, and I just remember thinking: When you’re screaming and ranting, do you remember our mother? And what about what happened when you were 14—were you not programmed by the Unformed?

      None of it matters now.

      Goodness, where was I again?

      My parents. Their continued push. That’s right.

      Much of my earliest memories are of movement. We were constantly moving, and I didn’t understand why. That’s why the compound meant so much to me, because it was a home that we created. A place we would never, ever have to leave—not until the Unformed was ready for it. My parents were always on the run, and whether that was because they were being chased, or only their paranoia, I don’t know. I asked David once if they were on drugs back then.

      He said, “I think everyone in those circles used something.”

      So it could have been paranoia, at least in the beginning.

      Not by the end, though. No, at that point, they were being chased.

      I guess none of the rest fucking matters. They were who they were. Bad parents, but … good people maybe? Is that possible? They wanted David and I to grow up in a world that didn’t follow false gods, the same as the Greeks had done at Mount Olympus. And in order to achieve that world, they sacrificed their love for us.

      I guess you can divide David’s and my lives into three parts. When our parents were alive. When our parents died. And when the Unformed came.

      These are three very separate phases, and if you want to understand who the world followed, then you’ll have to understand those three parts.

      Before their death, our life was movement. Fast and without question. My mom controlled everything, including my father. It was her rage that David inherited, although Rhett would probably tell you I got a fair dose of it too.

      Eventually they were caught.

      David was twelve. I was seven. He remembers it much better than me … or he remembered it.

      We were in the north, and by this time, the Prevention Division knew about them. Their names were different than Hollowborne (which is why there wasn’t ever a trigger when you discovered our names). Our parents knew it was over. I used to hear them talking about it.

      “We can go to another Ministry,” my father would say.

      “No. I’m not running from them anymore. We’re going to make our stand here.”

      It was all bullshit. There wasn’t any stand. There wasn’t any movement. There was a damned group of people who talked a lot. All they could do was run.

      The house was small and we shared it with two other groups of people. I don’t know if they were families or just shacking up.

      David and I were in the living room when it happened. There hadn’t been anything special going on that day, no reason to worry. The house was calm, though it felt like an underlying thread of panic always existed.

      It was clever, how they did it. I didn’t hear a thing. They moved in slow, and their transports’ air propulsion systems became background noise so that we didn’t notice them. Not until it was too late.

      “WHAT THE FUCK IS OUTSIDE?” someone shouted.

      “THAT’S THEM! THE MOTHERFUCKERS ARE HERE!”

      I don’t remember what David and I were doing. Playing some sort of game maybe, but my mother rushed into the living room. I can still see her face as clearly as I see yours now. Her hair was pulled back tight, and her skin was pale except for the top of her chest. Red ran across it, panic blooming inside her.

      “Get up,” she said, her voice death’s whisper. “Do what we practiced.”

      David stood first and took my hand. We went to the back room. Each of us had a bag ready for something like this, his heavier than mine. To this day, I don’t know what was in them. My mother packed them, and then it would be our job to carry them.

      “THEY’RE HERE! LOOK OUTSIDE!” one of the strangers we lived with shrieked.

      “DON’T YOU DARE!” my mother screamed back. “KEEP YOUR FUCKING FACES HIDDEN!”

      Everything seemed loud, all these people yelling, but only until the voice outside spoke. Until David met the unformed, that voice was the closest thing to God I had ever known.

      “YOU’RE SURROUNDED.” The words held no urgency. No anger or emotion at all. “IF YOU RESIST, YOU WILL BE KILLED.”

      That was it.

      Seven simple words that froze my brother and I—most likely everyone else in the house, too.

      Everything burst open at once. I’ve never seen a hurricane, but I’ve read about them, and I imagine this would have been similar. The windows across the small house exploded, glass spraying everywhere. There was only one door to the house, one entrance and one exit. The door flew across the room still intact, and had it hit the far wall, the force would have caused it to splinter.

      Instead, it hit one of the strangers.

      And he hit the wall.

      I had come out of my room by then, peeking down the hallway and forgetting about what my mother told me to do. My brother was still inside, so he didn’t see it.

      The man burst like a tomato. The door forced him backwards, and he slammed into the wall. His head cracked open and the stuff inside … it just sprayed.

      His brains coated the front of the door, the wall behind him, and the carpet beneath.

      He never made a sound.

      My mother rushed by me then, heading to her room. Now I know what she was going for: the weapons. At the time, I couldn’t look away from the dead man. Still standing, his head facing forward though he didn’t have a face anymore.

      People came then. They looked like they were walking on air. They just shot into the house through that open front door. One after the other. That’s why we only had one entrance, because it kept any attackers at a bottleneck. My mother came back out of her room, my father following close behind. They were holding guns of some sort, and I finally broke away from the dead man and watched. They started picking off the troopers filing into the living room.

      The others in the house helped … but you already know what happened don’t you? Their names don’t even matter. You already know, because your Prevention Division has done this countless times.

      You did warn them, though. If you resist, you will be killed.

      My mother’s face was ripped off. My father’s intestines spilled out across the living room. I don’t know what happened to anyone else. I blacked out with David standing right next to me. We both saw that, though: our parents’ insides suddenly filling the room around us.

      When I came to, the True Faith had us. David and I.

      That’s funny, isn’t it? You captured the Prophet once. He was only a boy, that’s true, but you had him in your hands. Everything you just went on and on about, all the people dying, all the people that you’re going to kill. You could have stopped it right then, but you’ve always been a bunch of incompetents, believing in your own self-aggrandizing bullshit.

      You lost him, though.

      You lost him and the Unformed came for him.
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      Human history, when thought of in terms of the universe, is a speck of sand on a beach—if said beach actually covered the entire Earth. Human history is nothing, as the Unformed could attest to. We are creatures that live under a delusion of self-importance, when in reality, we will most likely leave no mark on this universe. We won’t even have been a footnote. Not a single word will be written about us when everything is finished … or at least that was the original plan.

      Our universe interrupted that natural flow (and of course we think of it as ours, please see above about self-importance). Time is obviously not over (if it even exists at all). So, perhaps we will still end up without even a whisper of us.

      Our universe’s expansion seemed to want to change that, though. Because for all the arguments spanning our short history regarding whether or not intelligent life existed in other parts of the universe, the answer was a resounding no. For reasons unfathomable to the human mind, life had started once and only once. It flourished on Earth and nowhere else.

      Despite all of our limitations, as well as the destruction that evolution bred into us, humanity found itself in a very odd predicament. A species that had no true capacity for long term planning and a preternatural inability to feel empathy found itself facing a creature that had known no boundaries during a life that spanned longer than our own universe.

      Its continued and increasing expansion was encroaching on this being’s habitat; and despite its long life and incomprehensible power, there was very little it could do about this.

      Except make contact with these strange life forms. If a human were to look at a single cell pulled from a rat’s leg, that would not adequately explain how this creature saw us, but perhaps it can give you a bit of perspective.

      And then, in the midst of all this—the improbabilities combined with the ill equipped nature of humanity—Rachel Veritros found herself in a place no human should be. No mortal anywhere, for that matter.

      The river boiled beneath her. Long bridges dropped across the Nile and people ran over them as if they had returned to the Middle Ages. Transports battled in the open air above, lasers knocking them from the sky where they either crashed into the boiling water or on top of the mass of battling people.

      Rachel Veritros floated down from the sky, seeing the world in front of her but not paying it any real attention. They would fight and kill each other. They would try to kill her, at least some of them.

      Objects and lasers shot through the sky, but the gray netting surrounding her deflected them all. She didn’t so much as sway while moving toward the water.

      Rachel heard it boiling as she approached, and the intensely hot steam floated upward, winding its way around her gray net. She paused just before touching the water. Screams knifed through the air and water sprayed up around her. A red mist was beginning to float over the river, the bloodshed on both sides substantial.

      Rachel’s eyes blazed gray.

      It was close … the Unformed. She felt it more strongly than she heard or recognized anything happening at the river. The Unformed was approaching, and though Rachel didn’t fully understand what would happen, she knew it would happen here.

      The steam grew heavier, blocking out much of what she could see.

      Beneath, she thought. I have to go beneath.

      The gray net descended, an egg dropping into a boiling pot—only one with a shell that would protect its cargo.

      The water slowly filled her vision as she dropped beneath. She saw a deep dark blue on all sides. The noise from above was muffled, almost completely muted. Nothing above mattered. Not her lieutenants, nor the people that came to fight the Ministries. They were all from the past, a world that wouldn’t exist in a few moments.

      Deeper, she thought. It’s deeper.

      The gray net dropped further, displacing water as it moved. The blue grew darker and darker, becoming almost black.

      Here. It’s coming.

      She blinked and the Beyond flashed across her mind.

      Staring out into the boiling river, she froze. That had never happened before. She could go to the Beyond, but it never came to her without her bidding it.

      She blinked again; the Beyond’s darkness filled her vision for a single moment. She saw the border and the white lines of light slamming against it. The exploding oranges. When her eyes opened, she saw only black water.

      Rachel took a breath and then closed her eyes.

      She sat at the Beyond, knowing that if she simply opened her eyes again, she would be back on Earth.

      There was no sense in saying this was impossible, because it clearly wasn’t. Whatever rules had once reigned over the Beyond no longer mattered. Keeping her eyes closed, Rachel stared at the universe’s edge. She saw the Unformed in the distance, Its giant body moving across some space she could hardly see. It was coming closer to the edge, to her universe.

      She opened her eyes expecting to see the same in the river, that the massive gray body had somehow appeared before her. She saw only the darkness of deep water.

      It’s not going to happen here. Whatever It wants, it’ll take place in the Beyond.

      What does It want?

      The question whipped across her mind like a leather strap across flesh. All of her concentration had been intensely focused, and yet this left almost raw pain sitting inside her mind.

      What does It want?

      Shut up, she told herself. Not now—not in this moment—would such blasphemous questions plague her. Go back to the Beyond and wait. It’s approaching.

      She did, closing her eyes, and looking out at Its heavenly globe.

      It grew closer and closer, blocking out the white lines and the explosions they caused. Blocking out everything. Rachel stared, and as she watched, a nervousness spread through her psyche. Something she had never felt with the Unformed, nor ever even considered. The Unformed was everything, the true beginning and end, alpha and omega—to grow nervous because of It made no sense.

      Yet, as it approached, the nervousness morphed into a near panic.

      What does It want?

      What does It want?

      WhatdoesItwant?

      WhatdoesItwant?WhatdoesItwant?WhatdoesItwantwhatdoesItwantwahatdoesItwantwhatdoesItwant

      The single question took possession of her mind, perhaps even her very soul. It had been a simple question, something anyone not following the Unformed would have asked, but a question that never occurred to Rachel Veritros until the Ministers.

      She tried to open her eyes, to go back to the dark water of the Nile, but she couldn’t. In truth, as that question roared through her mind, Rachel tried to run. She wanted to flee for the first time, both her duty and the Unformed, because the panic was now complete terror.

      She couldn’t run, though.

      Rachel Veritros could only stare as the Unformed came for her.

      WhatdoesItwantwhatdoesItwantwhatdoesItwant

      

      I don’t understand.

      

      The three words silenced everything else. They moved through her mind quickly, their presence wiping everything else clean.

      The Beyond remained in front of her, and the Unformed continued Its slow but unhesitating movement. Terror still rested inside Rachel, but that statement somehow put steel in her spine again. The same steel that got her out of those forests, that grew this revolution from nothing to nearly complete in only a few years.

      The steel that would make her name legend for as long as humanity kept records.

      It came to her then as she looked on her God, and it locked her in place. She would not flee. She would understand.

      Most of humanity thought the universe uncaring. One Ministry believed in an unseen force, but the universe itself? The ever expanding thing that held stars and planets and gases? It wasn’t even alive. Indeed, its history showed one of cruel creation and even crueler destruction. What would it matter if humans lived or died, forever ruled the cosmos or blinked out of existence? The universe had no thoughts at all on the matter.

      Yet, at a time when an insignificant species was faced with things beyond its ability, a woman was chosen. Seemingly a nobody, with nothing special about her. Only, just as the universe was about to change irrevocably, this woman sat at the edge. She sat and when everyone else would have crumbled beneath such weight, breaking without hope of survival, she looked on.
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      Pope Pius XX—who would always think of himself as Yule (unlike his counterparts in the other Ministries, who Yule was sure bought into the pomp and circumstance)—sat alone in his office. The windows to his left showed the sky beyond the Vatican’s walls; the smoke that had burned a week ago no longer existed. The sky was peaceful, which meant that the world beneath was peaceful.

      That’s not true, and you know it.

      Yule did. He wished it was peaceful just as the Lord had wished Adam and Eve could live in peace. Except original sin refused to let such a plan bear fruit. Eve had been tempted, breaking God’s law, and peace had only reigned in brief, sporadic periods ever since.

      There was no peace outside those walls, and it hurt Yule to think of it.

      Perhaps the bodies weren’t being burned as they had been a week ago, so the smoke of flaming flesh didn’t fill the skies, but people were still dying in large numbers. The Pope’s military was clearing the land of the Black’s people, killing them off without any thought of where their souls would go.

      Hell or heaven? Yule wondered. Other Priests would surely say hell, but Yule wasn’t sure.

      They were believers, the same as you. Only, they believed in something false.

      And that’s the only thing that matters, his mind argued with itself. They did not believe in the Lord Jesus Christ as their Savior, and their souls will find hell.

      Was it false, though? Was that man who flew through the sky false, wise Pope? Him who had no nanoparticles floating through his body, yet controlled power you can’t begin to comprehend? Were his followers following something false?

      The Pope looked out his window, thinking thoughts that might be considered heretical.

      He received reports every few hours on how the extermination was progressing, as the four Ministries had come to call it. The Prophet’s death had been the turning point in the war, so to sit here and call their belief completely false wasn’t intellectually honest. Nearly the moment their Prophet fell from the sky, the attacks against the Old World had ceased. Now his followers were being killed.

      Yule was waiting for his meeting with Daniel Sesam. He had a few minutes in between his last meeting and this one—he’d purposefully arranged his schedule in such a way. He knew he needed a brief time to focus on Daniel’s plight. The rest of the world had moved on, completely. The thought of Nicki Sesam hadn’t run through a single person’s head over the past week—no one except perhaps three: Daniel, Yule, and the High Priest.

      Daniel thought of nothing else, and Yule wasn’t far from that. The young woman mattered to the Pope, even if it wasn’t possible for her to be as important to him as she was to her father.

      The High Priest … Yule couldn’t even pretend to understand what he thought.

      A voice spoke through the intercom on his desk.

      “Mr. Sesam is here.”

      Yule closed his eyes and was quiet for a moment. He didn’t want to speak with the man, because he didn’t want to see pain that he couldn’t yet alleviate.

      Lord, give me strength, he prayed.

      “Send him in,” Yule said.

      A few moments passed and then the door to the Pope’s office opened. Nicki Sesam’s father stood in it for what might have been the thousandth time.

      He didn’t pause, gave no indication that he was greeting one of the most powerful men in the world. To Daniel Sesam, Yule was only two things: an obstacle and yet still a tool. An obstacle because Daniel couldn’t use the tool as he wanted. He couldn’t turn Yule into a sledgehammer.

      “What do you have?” Daniel asked as he crossed the large office, his voice echoing against the high ceiling.

      “Hi, Daniel,” Yule responded.

      He reached the Pope’s desk but didn’t sit down in the designated chair. “Well?”

      “I have no word either way on her, so I want to say that up front. As far as I know, she’s still alive and well. I have a meeting with the High Priest scheduled this afternoon. Only me and him, and I’m going to press the issue.”

      Daniel looked away to the same window the Pope had just been staring out.

      “You’re going to press the issue.” His voice was slightly louder than a whisper. He didn’t look over, but asked somewhat louder, “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’m going to let him know that I know he has her. I’m going to demand that he return her.” Yule looked at the father for a second. Daniel placed his hands on the chair’s back and gripped it tightly, his knuckles straining and growing white underneath the pressure.

      “What are you able to see?” Yule asked. “Anything new?” He was referring to the machines in the Vatican’s catacombs. The ones used to create people like Nicki and Daniel.

      He shook his head and there were tears in his eyes now. “No. She’s in darkness. She’s alive, whether or not you’ve gotten any reports, but she’s only in darkness. I can’t see anything and she’s not responding to me.” He looked to the Priest. “You’re not doing enough. I’ve seen what’s happening in the rest of the Old World. Your armies are sweeping the lands—no one who challenged your God is being granted quarter. They’re all being killed without trial. But my daughter, the person who you said might save the world … you’re going to press the fucking issue? That’s not enough!”

      Yule broke eye contact and stood. He walked over to the window and was quiet for a moment. “God put me in a position in which I must protect all of His believers. I have to hear His voice and communicate it to them. There are three other religions that would wipe us off the face of the Earth if they could, despite what agreements might have been met after the Reformation. The Black has kept us unified for some time, the Ministries not wanting to attack out of fear war could create an opportunity for It. Now, though, with the Prophet fallen, they may forget the threat. They may think it’s extinguished.”

      The Pope paused.

      “I don’t care about any of that,” Daniel said. “I want my daughter back.”

      “This position of both divining the Lord’s Will and protecting His people, it’s not something I wish upon anyone else. What you’re asking me to do, Daniel, is start that war. You’re asking me to end the peace that has held for 7,000 years, in order to get one woman back.”

      “A week ago, she was to be mankind’s new savior. She wasn’t just one woman then.”

      Things have changed, Yule wanted to say, but didn’t. Things might have changed for the rest of the world, but not for Daniel Sesam.

      And what about you, old Priest? Have they changed for you? Is she now expendable, though a week ago you were ready to go to war for her? Does your hypocrisy know no bounds?

      “I have the meeting in a few hours. After that, I’ll make a decision,” he said. Had anyone else heard the tone he used, fear would have gripped their internal organs as if God himself had reached down inside them. It was the voice that Yule used to rule this land, the one that allowed for no discussion.

      Yet, Daniel Sesam heard it and obviously felt nothing remotely close to fear, because he snapped, “That’s not good enough.”

      The Pope turned around. “Perhaps it’s not. I didn’t create this world, Daniel. I inherited it, as you did … What do you know of your namesake?”

      “I know the stories.”

      “Daniel and David are two biblical names that are similar, yet their stories are very, very different. David was a king, and Daniel a slave. One lost faith and one held onto it firmly, no matter what. Perhaps the most famous story of Daniel is the lion’s den. The young man went into it and spent a night alone, and when the king came to retrieve him, not a hair on his head was hurt. You were named after a man with the utmost faith, who never faltered, but yet you hold so little.”

      “It’s not me inside the lion’s den, is it?” Daniel asked. “It seems that the more appropriate story is Abraham and Isaac. God asking me to slash my own daughter’s neck.”

      “And in the end, what happened with Abraham, once his faith was revealed?”

      Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t serve any god who asked me to show my faith that way.”

      “Unfortunately,” the Pope said as he turned back to the window and looked out at the deceiving skies, “we have no choice in who we serve.”
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* * *

      Daniel hadn’t been honest with the Pope, but he didn’t look at his deception as a lie. Games were being played here and he understood that now. They had started from the moment the Church sent that psychopath to find his daughter. Daniel hadn’t realized it then, nor when he arrived here and began helping the Pope.

      Games on a geo-religious level. Things Daniel was woefully unprepared for, but things he must learn and participate in all the same.

      The machines down below the city still worked and they brought him to his daughter, but she was seeing more than darkness. There was black, and a lot of it, but she seemed to be staring out at some barrier Daniel didn’t understand. Brilliant orange lived on it, exploding almost constantly. His daughter didn’t look away from it, so whenever Daniel went to the machines, he didn’t look away either. She wouldn’t answer him anymore, though, and he wasn’t sure if she could even hear him.

      He thought the space she inhabited … Well, it had taken him a while to come to any theory on it. However, he thought she was inside it in a manner that prevented him from joining through the machines. He could see what she saw, but through a glass of some sort. He could yell at that glass but no sound would cross the barrier, no matter how loud he bellowed.

      Daniel went to the machines three times a day. Yule had ordered that technicians be there at all times, and they hooked him in. He spent a few minutes in it, checking to make sure that nothing had changed, and then he left.

      Over the past week, Daniel had come to understand that the Pope trusted him—which was odd, because Daniel trusted no one within these walls. Not the Pope, not the technicians, nor anyone in between. They were all suspect, following some God who would ask a man to cut his own son’s neck.

      They were insane, at the root, even if in much of their life they interacted with the world like rational people. They couldn’t be trusted, and Daniel would not make that mistake again.

      So he’d lied to the Pope.

      About what he saw in the machines.

      And then again, but by omission as much as anything else.

      Daniel realized the Pope trusted him during the past week, because he was given free rein across the Vatican. He could walk wherever he wanted, and though cameras watched every square inch of the place, Daniel quickly learned that no one was actually watching him.

      He got his audiences with Yule when he wanted, and the rest of the time he was free to do whatever he wanted.

      It took Daniel 48 hours to understand this.

      And then his mind went off into a dangerous spiral—or at least, that’s what he thought at the time. Now, he simply understood what he was doing. If God wasn’t open for business, then Daniel decided he would make a deal with the Devil.

      The psychopath.

      That’s where his mind took him.

      Because Daniel had escaped the motel room alive. He couldn’t have been the only one—he believed Nicki had let everyone live.

      So if Daniel lived, then the psychopath must have as well.

      His mind next made another logical connection, one more frightening than the first. Daniel wanted his daughter back, more than anyone else in the world. Except perhaps for that psychopath. Because he had been willing to trade the Church’s plans for a single touch of Nicki’s hair.

      So, Daniel believed the psychopath lived, and would most likely want Nicki as badly as Daniel. He simply couldn’t help it.

      And then the scariest thought of them all popped up in Daniel’s mind.

      Use the psychopath to find Nicki.

      It was a moment of clarity that any other parent would have probably called a moment of insanity. Yet, for Daniel, it seemed the only option. The Church was doing nothing. Yule no longer cared, and certainly wouldn’t start a war over Nicki now that the Black was vanquished.

      Daniel turned to the Devil to see if his shop was open, given that the guy upstairs apparently wouldn’t serve Daniel’s kind.

      There were obstacles, the first being the psychopath’s location. Daniel figured though, that if he survived the motel, he would have been brought back to the Vatican, and thus survived the war outside. So Daniel started looking. He asked questions as discreetly as possible, and heard very few answers that meant anything. He thought surely the Pope would show up at his door, instructing him to stop. No one came, though.

      For two more days.

      And then, it wasn’t the Pope. Still, God did not deem to look upon Daniel.

      Instead, the Devil arrived, or at least one of his representatives. This was two days before Daniel met with the Pope.

      The psychopath’s thin body filled the doorway, his skin practically hugging his bones. “You’ve been looking for me.”

      Daniel had immediately felt rage rise in him, an image filling his mind of Nicki leaning over the seat and brushing his cheek with her hair. He crushed his anger though, and quickly.

      “Come in.”

      The psychopath entered and shut the door behind him. Here, beneath the Pope’s reign, he didn’t appear dangerous. Just a thin man who dressed in plain clothes. There was no insanity to him, but rather a subservient demeanor—like that of a long term gardener for the premises. Someone who sank into the background.

      “It seems you’ve found your way into the Pope’s good graces,” the psychopath said while Daniel looked him up and down. “Well done. Where is your daughter?”

      He couldn’t hide the insanity—not when it came to those with the sight. Even the word daughter sounded different. It sounded … hungry.

      “That’s why I’m looking for you.”

      “I assure you, I don’t have her,” the psychopath said with a little smile.

      “What’s different about you?” Daniel asked. “Besides the obvious, the fact that you’re completely crazy.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean. Why would something be different about me?”

      “Why did they pick you to find Nicki?”

      The psychopath cocked his head slightly sideways, his smile not disappearing. He looked at Daniel as if he might be looking at the most clever ant to ever live. “No one’s ever asked me that before.”

      “I imagine that’s because most people never even see you. Not until you show up at their house in the middle of the night, then they never forget you. But up until that moment, you’re little more than a shadow. I see you though, and I’m asking. What’s different about you?”

      The psychopath’s head straightened and he stepped further into the room. His hands were at his sides, possessing no fear nor desire. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      Daniel stared at him in silence for a few seconds, deciding whether or not to pursue the question. In truth, all that mattered was Nicki—the singular reason he searched this man out. Whatever made him, it wasn’t important.

      “My daughter is inside the One Path. She’s alive, and I want to get her back.”

      The fingers on the psychopath’s right hand twitched, but he said nothing.

      “There’s something different about you, even if you won’t tell me what. It’s why the Church only sent you to come get her the first time. I imagine they’ve sent only you for years and years, because you have a knack for finding people like me. Like my daughter. I want you to find her again, with me in tow.”

      The psychopath was silent for what felt like unending minutes. He said nothing, his right hand’s twitching unnoticed by him, and stared at Daniel.

      Finally, he said, “I would be excommunicated.”

      “She’s the last of her kind, isn’t she? Me, maybe, but I’m not much anymore. Her, though … there aren’t any others like her and you know it. The Church’s experiment is finally almost over and she’s the last one. How long has it been since you chased another with the sight?”

      The question hung in the air unanswered.

      “That’s what I thought,” Daniel said. “She’s the last. Somehow, it’s ended. So, if you’re caught, you might be excommunicated, but you still have one more chance at someone with the sight.”

      The psychopath licked his lips, looking remarkably like a pointy faced serpent.

      “You can’t come with me,” he said.

      Daniel smiled, having known he would demand such a thing. “That’s not how it works. Because if you leave without me, then I blow the whistle. We both go, or no one goes.”

      Again, his tongue darted out before disappearing behind his lips.

      “What happens to her when we get her?”

      “Does it really matter what we say here?” Daniel asked. “I can tell you whatever you want to hear and you can do the same for me. In the end, we both know we want diametrically opposed things, so we can deal with that when we get there.”

      The right side of the psychopath’s lips pulled up into a slight smirk.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” Daniel said. “There is something different about you, and that’s why they send you alone.”

      “I’ll need a few days to arrange things, then we leave,” the psychopath said, completely ignoring Daniel. “Be ready. There won’t be time to waste.”

      Daniel nodded.

      He didn’t think there were any stories in the Bible about Daniel making deals with the Devil, but perhaps Daniel might not have lived as a slave for all those years if he had.
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* * *

      It just so happened that the Devil’s representative returned on the same afternoon that the Pope had scheduled his meeting with the High Priest—intent on pressing the issue, whatever the hell that meant.

      “It’s time,” the psychopath said.

      Daniel stood from his bed, silent.

      The psychopath stepped out the door and Daniel followed. He went into the hallway and saw the other man was already moving down the hall without looking back.

      Daniel picked up his speed, his heels clicking on the marble floor beneath him. The psychopath made no such noise; he moved as if gliding over the world.

      Daniel watched him take a left and found himself at the same corner a second later. The psychopath hadn’t waited, but was making a right out a door and into one of the outside corridors. Daniel kept following, losing track of where they were headed. Turn after turn after turn, and still the psychopath kept walking at that almost impossible speed. He did it with ease, even though Daniel was nearly at a trot the entire time.

      They moved across the Vatican, winding through hallways and corridors that Daniel had never seen.

      And finally, the psychopath stopped walking. Daniel stepped up next to him, breathing hard.

      “Get in,” the psychopath said.

      A car sat in front of them, an old one even by the Old World’s standards. The psychopath moved to the driver’s side and Daniel to the passenger’s. No one said a word as the car started and pulled out of the small parking lot. Daniel looked around, checking the windows for anyone that might be looking, but he saw no one.

      The psychopath drove from the parking lot and onto the main road. Other cars passed by, but no one looked twice at them. The two of them were just everyday commuters, no reason to give them a second glance.

      It only took another 10 minutes to make their way through traffic, and then they were at the Vatican’s outer gate. They rolled up to security.

      “Business outside the city walls?” the sentry asked, looking in at the two of them. Daniel gave him a brief look, but then looked forward.

      The psychopath handed him a card. The man didn’t really even glance at it, but simply pulled a scanner of some sort from his belt. He passed the card under it, paused a second, and then apparently received some sort of clearance from the scanner. He handed the card back to the psychopath.

      “Be careful. We’re winning, but it’s still dangerous out there.”

      “We will,” the psychopath said.

      … And then, they were beyond the Vatican’s walls.

      “Where are we headed?” Daniel asked.

      “We have to take a flight,” the psychopath said, “and we can’t do that from inside the Vatican. It’ll be noticed immediately. Outside we can.”

      “So, where are we headed?”

      The psychopath smiled slightly. “A hundred miles down this here road,” he said, affecting some ancient drawl that Daniel didn’t recognize.

      “What’s that? How you’re talking?”

      The psychopath’s eyes flashed to the rearview mirror, then back to the road. “Just something that was killed a long time ago.”

      “So we go and get on the plane, then what?”

      “I’m really not used to all these questions,” the psychopath said. His knuckles stuck out like lug nuts as he gripped the steering wheel.

      “Get used to them. What’s after the plane?” Daniel kept his eyes on the psychopath, refusing to trust him for a single second during this entire trip. He didn’t know how much the man could accomplish without him, whether he could kill Daniel right now and still get to Nicki by himself.

      “I checked around as much as I could. She is in the One Path. You weren’t lying about that. So, we get in the plane, if that’s what you want to call it, and from there we fly to your daughter.”

      The psychopath was fucking with him and Daniel knew it.

      “How do we find her?”

      “You keep asking that,” the psychopath said. “Do you ask a butterfly how it turns from a caterpillar into something with beautiful wings? I don’t think so, so why do you keep asking me how we’re going to find her?”

      “You’re no butterfly.”

      “We’ll find her. That’s all I’m going to tell you.”

      Daniel looked at the psychopath for a few more seconds, and then turned to the front of the car. He wished, right then, that he had some sort of weapon. Even a knife would do. Anything to keep this man at bay when the violence started—and it would start; Daniel held no doubts about that.

      Yet, he had no knife. No weapon. It was he and this man who possessed deceptive strength—and probably a gun, too. Just because Daniel hadn’t been able to get one didn’t mean he couldn’t.

      “How far away is the plane?”

      “An hour,” the psychopath said, and then the car fell silent.
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* * *

      The psychopath certainly didn’t think of himself as a psychopath. He thought of himself as Jackson Carriage, his birth name. Psychopath wasn’t a term that ever came into his mind, though many people throughout his life thought such a word. Jackson, for his part, knew himself to be a devotee of the Lord Jesus Christ.

      He just had a problem.

      But he knew it. He knew he had a problem. It wasn’t like he was one of these people running around doing awful things with no idea that they were afflicted.

      Jackson had heard that word—afflicted—years ago, and it stuck with him. It seemed the most accurate description of his psyche. He was afflicted. It wasn’t his fault; he’d been made like this, and inside him was that affliction.

      When Daniel Sesam brought him the offer that they go find his daughter, Jackson was honestly torn. He’d stood there in Sesam’s small room, conflicted. Jackson loved the Savior and the Church that handed down His messages. Indeed, he’d served the Church his entire life. Most people in the Old World served the Church in some manner, as It owned most businesses. That’s not what Jackson meant, though. He served the Church by working for It. Inside the Vatican.

      He had wanted to be a Priest as a boy, but that notion had only been a dream. Jackson’s family life had been—and another word he really liked—troubled. The Catholic Church was wary of bringing boys from troubled families onboard as Priests. The unspoken belief was that troubled families bred troubled boys, and while God could help such troubles, He wasn’t too keen on having those types of people spread his Holy Gospel.

      Jackson accepted his lot, but never let it deter him from working for the Church. Getting close to God was all he ever really wanted. There was no trouble in God, only safety.

      So, he’d spent the early part of his life doing whatever the Church would allow him to do, and he did it happily. Twenty years ago, when he was 25, Jackson found his actual calling, though.

      The sight.

      A Priest hadn’t given him his directives, but rather a man showed up at his dorm inside the Vatican. Brent Tarrier.

      “You’re the construction worker?”

      Jackson had looked up from his bed. He still remembered what he’d been reading—he remembered everything about that moment. It had been his fate, for better or worse. The book was Journey of a Soul.

      “Yes, I work construction,” Jackson said.

      “Not anymore. Starting tomorrow, you report to me. I’m in Building E. My name’s Brent Tarrier. I’ll be outside at 7:00 in the morning. Be there.”

      Jackson’s brow furrowed but Brent hadn’t waited, not even one second longer.

      Jackson’s superior called him a few hours later, telling him that he’d received word Jackson was being reassigned and he would hear soon what his next role would be within the Church. Jackson said nothing, only thanked the man.

      He went to Building E the next morning. It was across the Vatican, a building of much more stature than the dorms that Jackson and his ilk occupied. Priests came and went from this building, while Jackson never saw them at his dorm. Not unless someone was sick and specifically requested to see one.

      Brent was waiting for him, and had he known what he would be passing to Jackson? This affliction? Jackson pondered that question for years to come. He would work with Brent for another 10 years, but he never once asked him. Brent wouldn’t have told him, and he knew it.

      Even so, Jackson thought that yes, Brent knew what he was doing. People like him, like Jackson, weren’t chosen at random.

      “Yes, just looking at you, I think we were right,” Brent had said when they saw each other that first morning.

      Jackson was used to people being slightly put off by his thin physique; it didn’t bother him. God had made him the way that God wanted, and Jackson was happy with the result.

      The affliction wasn’t immediate; it didn’t grip him the moment he understood his assignment.

      “We find people that have the sight. The Church has official terminology for it, but we don’t worry about that.”

      “What do we do with them?” Jackson asked, still having no inkling of what would consume the rest of his life.

      Brent had smiled at that point, perhaps seeing some of himself in the young Jackson, or perhaps enjoying the corruption that was about to occur. Jackson now understood that’s what happened. A corruption of his soul—a cancerous thing that took purity and turned it black. It happened in the Lord’s name, but that didn’t make it Holy. The work they did was Holy, yes, but not the affliction. Not the need that came with it.

      “You can do whatever you want, Jackson. Whatever your little heart desires.”

      At first, Jackson didn’t know what his heart desired, not truly, but ultimately he learned and well. He’d been following his heart’s desires his entire life, and this wasn’t any different.

      Only now, he thought that the sickness had finally grown larger than his love for God.

      And that’s why, when he stood in the room with Sesam, hearing the offer, he’d been so conflicted. His entire life had been dedicated to serving the Lord, but Jackson couldn’t lie to himself and say that this was for God. It wasn’t. It was for him.

      Because Nicki Sesam was the last one, and Jackson understood that better than anyone else in the world. Her father wasn’t wrong in thinking something was different about Jackson and his ability to find those with the sight. That ability also made him quite sure that after Nicki Sesam, there would be no others to find. He didn’t know what caused the abnormality to stop reproducing, but he was certain it had. There were no more. Nicki Sesam would be the last one he ever found, and with that realization, the affliction took over.

      Had Jackson given his soul to it?

      He thought, driving in the car he took from the Vatican, that perhaps he had.

      Certainly if he was found out, he would be excommunicated, living the rest of his life in exile from the Church and God’s Grace.

      So, yes, Jackson had sold his soul. Not cheap, though. He could take some pride in that. He would have the last one, the last person to possess the sight. Before, the moments had been fleeting. Maybe this time it didn’t have to be.

      Maybe it could last forever.
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* * *

      Yule’s eyes were closed as he prayed. He needed no distraction right now, wanting to focus only on his call to God. When he spoke to God, he did it with a casualness that might have surprised those that knew him. The reverence that the Church displayed in public was missing. He spoke to God as if—and this would most definitely be interpreted the wrong way if someone found out—he was speaking to himself.

      This girl, Yule prayed. She’s in this through no fault of her own. You know that. Man did this to her, my predecessors, and perhaps me too, if you want the honest truth. I didn’t understand what was happening beneath me, and even when I did, I didn’t act correctly. But regardless, it shouldn’t be put on her. From what I understand, she loved you. Her father brought her up in the Church. She’s one of yours, Lord, and now she needs your help. I need your help. I need you to guide me through this conversation with the High Priest, and I need you to change his heart. I don’t come to you a lot with needs, Lord. I try to come wanting to know what it is you want, but this time … this time I need our wills to be aligned here. Please help your faithful.

      The Pope kept his eyes closed for a second, deciding if he wanted to plead his case any longer, but recognized additional words would be futile. The Lord knew what he wanted and talking to Him longer wouldn’t give Him any further information.

      Yule opened his eyes.

      The tarp had descended from the ceiling. It was still blank, waiting for the High Priest to connect from his side.

      A few minutes passed, and then a large bald head filled his vision.

      The lights in his office were dimmed, giving all focus to the tarp and the High Priest’s huge face that lay across it.

      “We give thanks,” the High Priest said in the True Faith’s customary (and idiotic according to Yule) greeting. “Pope Pius XX, how may I be of service? It’s truly a glorious day, isn’t it? A glorious life, if you ask me. The Black has been defeated again, and humanity survives.”

      He stopped talking abruptly, as if he hadn’t spoken at all.

      “Yes,” Yule said. “It is a great day, and perhaps, a great life. Thank you for agreeing to speak with me, High Priest.”

      “Certainly. What is it you wish to discuss?”

      Yule held his eyes firm, doing his best to give no indication of how nervous he felt. It wasn’t for his own life, or any possible slight to his ego if this man rejected him. The Pope felt fear for Nicki Sesam’s life. A girl he had not met, but whose fate rested in this man’s hands.

      “I’d like to talk about the one with the sight. The woman we discussed before, with the other Ministries.”

      The First Priest’s face didn’t change at all. He stared with that same blank look, his face untouched dough. “Yes?”

      “We cannot locate her.”

      “That isn’t good news. Especially given that we just defeated the weapon. Perhaps the Black is looking for a new one?”

      Yule nodded slowly. “Perhaps.”

      “Have you spoken with the other Ministries about this?”

      “No,” the Pope said, shaking his head. “Only you.”

      The High Priest’s lip twitched up slightly, in something that might have been considered a smile. He said nothing, though.

      “You have her, High Priest,” Yule said. “Why?”

      If the High Priest moved on his side of the world, Yule couldn’t tell. His face filled the entire tarp, but Yule imagined him leaning back wherever he was, taking in the question with a certain sense of happiness. His face showed none of that happiness, but Yule believed it was there all the same.

      “I thought that might be what you contacted me about,” the High Priest said. He blinked once. “I thought to myself, what would this man do to have the girl back? If he thinks I actually have her, what would he do?”

      He blinked again.

      “Do you know what answer I came to, Most Holy Father?”

      Yule was quiet.

      “Nothing,” the High Priest said. “You would do nothing to get her back. And then I thought, well, what if he did? What if I’m wrong and he decides to actually act?”

      Yule felt anger growing in him, a dangerous thing that he hadn’t felt in long years. Frustration, yes, but not rage like this.

      “You couldn’t do anything to me or the True Faith if you decided to act. Your dedication to the old ways has left you defenseless against the world. You believe your faith in your God has kept you safe, but the truth is, only the Black has. Our common enemy kept us from overrunning you all these thousands of years.”

      The High Priest swallowed, his throat clicking and the noise echoing off the Pope’s high ceilings.

      “I kept thinking, though. I then asked myself, what if the Black isn’t coming back? What if with this last war, we finally won? Or, what if another thousand years passes before It returns? That seems like enough time to destroy the Old World and bring in whatever is left under the True Faith’s reign. Doesn’t a thousand years seem like enough time to you?”

      “Are you declaring war, High Priest?” Yule asked.

      “Oh, no. Of course not. I’m simply telling you the thoughts I had. Nothing more. Just things that went through my head when you asked for this meeting.”

      “Why do you have her?” Yule asked. “What possible benefit can she give you that you couldn’t find somewhere else, with any number of women, if that’s your desire?”

      “I would ask, why it matters to you what I want with her? You can’t do anything about it, so why trouble yourself?”

      Yule’s fingers gripped the top of his desk until his bones ached.

      “Give her back.”

      “No, Most Holy Father. I don’t think I will. I think I’ll keep her.”
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      The High Priest left his chat with the Old World’s Pope feeling as he always did nowadays: content. He had always thought he understood contentment, that it rested in Corinth’s courage and love, but he now realized he’d been mistaken. It was all in Corinth’s plan, of course—that he should have been mistaken for so long. It was to show him that only by dedicating his life to Corinth, that he could finally find contentment.

      And he had.

      When the High Priest first decided to leave the True Faith years ago, he built multiple homes—and not just inside the One Path. He wanted to ensure that no matter what happened, he would always have somewhere to go. In the last week, he had moved, abandoning his previous home and taking up residence in another one. A much larger house. He wasn’t sure who all had uncovered his whereabouts, but he thought it safer to simply remove himself from any possible … interruptions.

      The High Priest knew he would never go back underground. He wouldn’t return to the True Faith, and if he was honest with himself and Corinth, he wasn’t sure he would remain the High Priest for much longer. Reports came regarding the First Priest’s progress, but the High simply couldn’t bring himself to care about it at all. Everything regarding the Black and Its weapon, the rebuilding of the world; the High just found no interest in it.

      And that’s why he was content.

      He had everything he wanted.

      Nicki Sesam.

      “Nicki Sesam,” he whispered aloud. The name felt like sweet tasting honey on his tongue. It was a perfect name. Perhaps the only perfect name in the history of the world.

      She had moved with him, of course. For the remainder of her life, she would be by his side. And if he died before her, he was already making arrangements that would allow her to remain next to him.

      For a long time, the High Priest had lived alone—his only contact being through his nanotechnology. His old home had been little more than a single room.

      Such loneliness and small space would no longer work, which was another reason for the move. The High needed both people around him, and a place for them to work. People with knowledge he didn’t possess that could do things he couldn’t.

      Certain things had changed since his move, because Corinth had visited him again. He’d asked more of the High Priest.

      Now, the High’s home bustled constantly with people. None dared come near his room, and that’s where he found the loneliness that he had grown to love. It was odd, stepping outside and seeing people working regardless the hour. Surely they slept, but their shifts allowed someone to always be working, creating what the High Priest now demanded to exist.

      It hadn’t been done before. He knew that, but he didn’t care. Corinth had given him one last order, and if that meant creating something impossible, then he would do it. The more the High Priest thought about what was currently happening, the more he saw Corinth’s hand at work throughout his life. This home—above all the others—was massive, and almost perfectly suited for what Corinth demanded. The underbelly of the floating house contained barracks, and the High now realized he needed to fill them.

      The world wouldn’t understand what he was doing here, and thus he would need to protect Corinth’s work.

      Bring them to me, he told his nanotech. Shortly, a migration of Disciples would begin. They would come to his home in the sky, and defend Corinth with their life.

      The High didn’t go to Nicki often, but rather stayed in his room and waited. He would sometimes walk out at night, when the moon was high and the lights were off inside his house. Whoever was working on her would leave the moment they saw him, which pleased the High Priest. He wanted to be around no one but Nicki. Forever.

      He would stare at her for a time, though the High didn’t know exactly how long. Her eyes were open, and her body cast in blue light. The metal contraption that hung around her kept her in place, and she looked simply beautiful.

      “Is she alive?” he had asked the first time he saw her. She hadn’t spoken, nor was she eating. She possessed no nanotech, so tubes were delivering nutrients to her, and she only stared out blankly at him.

      “Yes, she is, your Holiness,” someone told him.

      That was all he needed to know. As long as she wasn’t dead, the High Priest would get what he wanted. First, Corinth’s new goal, and then … her brain. That special, special brain.
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* * *

      The people working around the High Priest understood that he was insane. When first hearing their new assignment would be working directly under the High Priest, most had felt both nervous and excited. When they gazed upon the old man, those two emotions vanished.

      Excitement simply couldn’t live next to such … a creature.

      And nervousness morphed immediately into something more primal: terror, not just for their life, but perhaps for their very soul.

      All who came to the High Priest’s new domain found themselves in deep prayer their first night of sleep. They prayed to Corinth and promised that whatever sins they had committed, they were sorry for, and that if they could just make it out of here alive, they would rededicate their lives to Corinth’s Proclamations.

      Because, throughout the home, there was a real feeling that no one would make it out alive.

      What they were doing here wasn’t just ghastly—it was wrong.

      The word creature came to many of their minds when they saw him because the word human wouldn’t. As if the workers thought with a hive mind, each person simply couldn’t bring themselves to think of such a being as a person. He held the attributes of a man, but whatever filled him … it wasn’t the same as everyone else inside the house.

      The High Priest rarely spoke to anyone, so it wasn’t his words that gave away the thing residing inside his body. It was his eyes. They told of two contradictory things. A depth that if one fell into, they would never escape from. They would simply drop deeper and deeper into it, falling beneath the surface; and regardless how furiously their arms and legs pumped, they would only plunge further down. The second thing they saw in his eyes—and clearly a contradiction to the first—was nothing at all. Nothing rested beyond the brown eyes that stared out at them. No depth. No personality. No nothing.

      He was hollow.

      And all who encountered this knew how insane it sounded, but yet none would deny it.

      They didn’t whisper about him; no one said a word about what they thought to anyone else, though all thought the same things. To say it aloud was to risk everything.

      They worked on a monstrosity that shouldn’t exist. Not that it shouldn’t be allowed to exist, but that it simply shouldn’t. No one—no human—would ever consider something so horrible. It was a tribute to the workers’ belief in, and love for, Corinth that they told no one. The High Priest was insane, and might no longer be part of the human species, but Corinth had appointed him and His will was to be followed at all costs.

      So, they worked day and night, the insane creature remaining in his room. They worked around a young girl whose body said she still lived, but who showed no sign that she understood anything happening to her. They worked, building something terrifying.

      Something that shouldn’t exist.
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* * *

      The apparatus Nicki hung inside wasn’t something the Catholic Church could have conceived of … at least not any longer. Perhaps when they first began their program after Rachel Veritros, but those years of technical advances were far gone. The Catholic Church, for 1,000 years, had only tried to kill those with the sight.

      The High Priest, in his insanity, dreamed larger, though.

      Corinth had come to him again since capturing Nicki Sesam, though only once. The High Priest hadn’t known if he was dreaming or not, but details like that didn’t matter anymore. His sanity now snapped, dreaming and waking were all the same, for he saw only the reality he wanted.

      The two sat in his new home, on the floor of his bedroom. His father’s body wore Corinth’s head, and the High Priest was a younger version of himself again.

      When he first sat down, he looked at Corinth expecting to see the God he’d always viewed at times like this.

      Only, Corinth’s face was melting. Half of it, at least. The other half held up firm. The left side was dripping, his eyelid halfway down his face and the skin supposed to cover his jaw swinging nearly at his shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” the small boy asked, his voice sounding like an elderly man 200 years older.

      “What do you mean?” Corinth asked.

      “Your …,” and then the High Priest wondered if he should say something at all. If Corinth didn’t know what was happening to Him, was it the High’s place to say?

      “My High Priest, what is it?”

      “Nothing. I’m just surprised to see you again.”

      Corinth leaned forward, the flesh on the left side of his face hanging outward like drapes. The High Priest looked at the pure white bone beneath, wondering how blood wasn’t dripping off him.

      Oh.

      Blood started seeping from Corinth’s eyelid then, dripping down his sagging skin—a single red line. His wretched lips, drooping in a half frown, began next. Blood flowing over them and then to his flapping chin. The blood leaked down the front of his clothes.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” the High Priest had said, doing his best to not show the disgust he felt inside.

      “You have her, I see? Nicki Sesam?”

      The High Priest nodded.

      “Have you extracted her brain?”

      The High Priest shook his head. “No, not yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “I … I’ve been moving,” the High Priest said, feeling idiotic as the words passed from his lips. He hadn’t expected any of this—Corinth showing up, his bloody, drooping face, nor all these questions. Corinth had given him permission to do as he wanted, and what he wanted was to extract Nicki’s brain at his own pace, and then keep it in a jar next to him for the rest of his life.

      “I didn’t want to bring this up, my High Priest, as I feel it might be a bit … uncouth. Have you noticed my face?”

      The High Priest nodded slowly.

      “Yes, yes. I thought you might have, but if you hadn’t, I didn’t want to embarrass myself. I’m sure you can understand. Well, it appears to be melting right off my head. Would that be your assessment?”

      Another nod.

      “Yes, I was afraid that would be the case as well. Tell me this, my High, what do you know about this girl? What is she capable of?”

      “I … I …,” the High Priest found himself stammering as Corinth’s chin stretched far enough to actually rest on his shoulder. It was no longer swaying. The High blinked, trying to gain some measure of control. “I believe she was created to mimic what the weapon could do, at least in being able to contact the Unformed. The ….” He dropped his eyes for a second, simply unable to continue watching the bloody flesh dripping like melting plastic. “The Catholic Church was never able to make it work, though.”

      “All true. Those Catholics have always been incapable of moving forward on their own, only doing so when wrenched by society. They’re lucky we let them live at all. However, they did create this brain, and I know you want it, my High Priest. In fact, it’s yours.” Corinth gestured with his right hand down to the floor. The High Priest’s eyes followed, and he saw Veritros’s head sitting next to his foot—perfectly preserved. “I’m not going to take that brain away from you now, but I was wanting to ask if perhaps we might be able to change course just a bit?”

      The little boy looked up, not wanting to see the grotesque face in front of him, but etiquette toward Corinth too tightly woven in him to disobey. “I am your servant. I will do whatever you ask.”

      “Well, this face of mine—” Corinth reached up and slapped his dripping cheek. A loud whap echoed into the room, the sound of a ruler slapping dough. Blood splattered off it, hitting the floor an arm’s length away. “I think it’s happening because of the Unformed. I think It might be trying to kill me, my High Priest.”

      “That’s impossible. You are eternal.”

      “Ha!” Corinth shouted, and for the first time the High Priest thought He might be insane. “I thought so, too, but here I am with this ball sack hanging off my face. I think we might need to use this girl for a bit. I think we might want to see if … well, to see if we can’t contact this Unformed.”

      “And do what, my Lord?”

      “Kill it, of course. Kill it, and then you can scoop her brain out of her skull and sleep next to it every night. Let’s just … use her for a little while.”

      The High Priest looked down again, trying to think for a few moments. “Is it possible?”

      “Anything you say can be possible. If you tell the True Faith to figure it out, they’ll do so. Those Catholics, they’re luddites. Just because they couldn’t figure out how to make it work, that doesn’t mean we can’t.”

      The High Priest knew that was correct.

      “Do you think you could do that for me?”

      “Yes, my Lord. I will do anything you ask of me. I hope you know that.”

      “You’ve always been the best servant,” Corinth said. Blood pattered onto the floor beneath him. “Can we begin soon?”

      The High Priest hadn’t known if he woke up or had ever been asleep, but eventually he realized he was sitting on the floor by himself. His father’s body wasn’t in front of him, and Corinth’s head (as well as Veritros’s) was gone. The High Priest was an old man once again.

      He had sat like that for a few hours, very little in the way of thoughts moving through his mind. There’d been no great planning nor strategizing occurring. It was as if the High Priest had simply switched off. Finally, though, he did stand and began Corinth’s bidding.

      In his insanity, he didn’t even think to question the change in Corinth’s directives; the reasoning was quite clear, the High Priest’s desires could wait until Corinth’s face stopped melting.

      So he started to build something that would allow Nicki Sesam to connect with the Unformed.

      Build something that would allow the High Priest, a madman by any measure, to connect with the Unformed.
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* * *

      Daniel Sesam didn’t have a name for what he saw when he went to his daughter. Nicki didn’t either. Very few people actually would have known to call it the Beyond, nor known that Nicki Sesam sat on the edge of the universe.

      Nicki certainly didn’t understand any of that. She didn’t even understand how she had ended up here for the second time, but she found herself not caring about that. She understood there was a reality somewhere—a place her body inhabited, but she had no desire to return to it. She understood something was being done to her body, and while an innate part of her demanded she do something to stop them, another part said … It’s okay. Let them kill you, if that’s their goal. It’s better than the alternative.

      Nicki had stood, unable to move for a day, watching as people came and went around her. She saw what they were constructing, but she didn’t know what it was for. They were building a box of some sort around her—though that wasn’t quite right. It was a skeleton of a box, only the outer edges and corners. They weren’t planning on completely enclosing her. She hung in the middle of it, not understanding how that was even possible.

      They worked day and night, though most of the time only one or two people were there at a time. To Nicki, they were nameless, faceless people.

      At first, terror gripped her—especially when the bald man came to her in the beginning, but terror can only hold its grip for so long. Eventually, even fear turns to boredom, and that’s what Nicki felt as she watched these nameless people work in silence. She would have tried speaking to them if she could, but neither her body nor mouth worked.

      Instead, she thought about everything she’d seen. It filled her mind for hours and hours, but unable to sleep, eventually even that grew dull. Another realization came to Nicki: if this continued, she would lose her mind. Turn completely insane. Perhaps not soon—not in the next day or so—but without some respite from her current conditions, her mind would eventually slip away from her.

      So, when the voice spoke to her again, she grabbed onto it like a drowning woman does a life raft.

      Come, it said.

      Where? Where do I go? Nicki’s mind blurted out. It didn’t waste time asking who or what might be speaking to her, it simply leapt.

      Come, it said again.

      Nicki’s eyes didn’t close, but rather her consciousness left the reality surrounding her.

      And when consciousness returned, it was sitting on the universe’s edge.

      Days passed without Nicki knowing it. The construction around her body continued. People came and went from the room holding her. She was blissfully unaware.

      For a long time, she only watched the white streaks and orange explosions. Eventually, though, her consciousness saw something else—and when she saw it, Nicki didn’t understand how it had crept up on her. An off-white colored … planet sat just beyond the explosions. It appeared a bit hazy, as if smoke rose in front of it, distorting any detail.

      Nicki had a distinct feeling that it was looking at her, this planet, even if that made absolutely no sense. She also thought that it wanted her to know.

      Things seemed to slip away from Nicki in this place. The problems back in reality, and even the voice that called her here. It all felt like it might not actually exist.

      There, the voice said. You see it now, don’t you?

      Nicki said nothing. She didn’t want to hear the voice anymore. She was content sitting in the darkness, and even though the voice had led here, it was disturbing her peace now.

      There is no more peace for you. Not here nor on Earth.

      A beat passed, and then the voice raged across the empty blackness. A storm unseen, but heard and felt by the very particles that created the universe. The voice said it would not be denied, that it would not be pushed away. The voice said that all who heard it would bow.

      LOOK AT WHAT’S BEFORE YOU.

      It sounded as if perhaps God Himself had spoken.

      Shock ripped through Nicki, pulling her out of whatever trance she’d been in while occupying this place. Perhaps pulling her out of whatever trance she’d been in since all this began—clear back to the motel when she wandered aimlessly in worlds she didn’t understand.

      Her consciousness rushed forward, and she realized where she sat. In some dark incomprehensible place, watching impossible explosions and staring at something as large as a planet, yet somehow possessing alien intelligence.

      Panic threatened to overtake Nicki, but the voice spoke again. The fear trying to control Nicki’s brain was washed away like dust in a hurricane as the voice made itself known.

      DO YOU SEE IT?

      Yes, Nicki said immediately, willing to do anything to stop the voice from its thunderous roar. I see it. I see it.

      It sees you too, the voice said, the rage no longer present. It’s watching you right now.

      Nicki didn’t know what to say, didn’t want to speak to this voice nor know anything else about this place. She only wanted to leave, the experience’s reality finally settling on her and quickly turning to horror.

      It’s beginning to understand, the voice said. Soon, It will know everything.

      Another pause, Nicki unsure if she was expected to respond.

      Nothing is over. You’re here so you can see It. When you return, you may not believe that such a thing exists, but you’ve seen It now. You can’t deny. It may not have touched you as It has others, but It is there, right in front of you. Watching. Waiting.

      No, Nicki said, unable to keep the word from rising. She understood, though she desperately didn’t want to. No, that’s not true.

      Yes, the voice said. It is. That is It.

      No, no, no. Nicki felt revulsion at the thing she now stared at, knowing It had a name.

      The Unformed, the voice said.

      Why? I’m not the Black. I don’t want to be a part of the Black. I love God. I love the Catholic Church. I don’t want any of this—

      Stop, the voice said and Nicki’s rambling ceased. You’ve seen It, and you understand It exists. Somewhere, just beyond your universe, It’s there. You have to go back now, but do not forget that It is real.

      Nicki stared at the hazy thing just beyond the universe’s grasp. Her consciousness—her very soul—rejected it, understanding that something so vile shouldn’t exist, but yet it did. And right in front of her.

      Go now, the voice said. There is time yet.
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* * *

      Nicki’s vision slowly changed, the darkness of the universe exchanging for the brightness of the room surrounding her body.

      The box’s skeleton glowed, casting a tinge over everything, making the two people working in front of her appear alien-like.

      She knew immediately that she was still immobile, her mouth and vocal chords frozen too. She couldn’t even move her eyes, though she could see around the room for the most part. The windows showed darkness outside the floating home.

      Neither of the workers looked up at her, not having sensed her return to consciousness.

      Nicki was glad for it. She didn’t want to be noticed by either of them. The image of that huge orb hung in her mind—though it was fading. The immediacy of Nicki’s predicament was pulling her from whatever she’d just seen, because these people were definitely building something for her.

      For you? she wondered. That’s not exactly right. It’s going to use you.

      Tubes ran into Nicki’s arms but she felt no pain from them. They appeared clear, but she didn’t know if they contained liquids.

      I don’t know a damned thing about any of this.

      Her father.

      Relief washed over her, and if anyone had been looking at her, they might have even seen it. The first happy thought to run through her mind in ages.

      He’d been here, with her, for a bit at least. He could somehow see what she saw and hear what she heard. He would know where she was, and if it was at all possible, he’d be coming for her.

      You don’t know that, she thought. Did you feel him when you were staring at that exploding border? Do you feel him now? Truthfully, Nicki, when was the last time you felt him?

      She didn’t know.

      Nicki felt liquid run over her eyes, the oddity clearing her thoughts at once. She wasn’t crying and didn’t understand what was happening.

      You can’t blink, she thought. That’s fluid to keep your eyes from drying out.

      Goosebumps raised across her arms, the only part of her capable of movement.

      Focus. When was the last time you felt him?

      Her father had been with her in the transport—she was sure of that. Nicki hadn’t spoken to him, still frozen in fear, but … yes, he’d been there.

      And after?

      She didn’t know. It was all lost in a fog that filled her mind. The dark man had been flying in the sky, her kidnapper chasing him. Bright orange lights. And then she remembered the old man’s face. Puffy and bald, an old, wrinkled, marshmallow.

      A bit of the metal box, the one she still hung in.

      Then the voice.

      Come, it had said, and Nicki spent untold days staring as if under hypnosis.

      I don’t remember, she thought. I don’t know the last time he was with me.

      So, you don’t know if he’s coming. You don’t know if he’ll be back. You don’t know anything.

      Nicki couldn’t close her eyes to block out the world around her, so instead of trying to silence her mind’s thoughts, she simply tried to focus on what she could see.

      The box now had metal poles forming ‘Xs’ across each side, including the bottom. The two people in front of her were each working on a separate corner, using tiny tools on what appeared to be small boxes. She couldn’t see much else. In front of her, beyond the metal box, was a hardwood floor that led to a door about 20 feet down the hall. Other hallways meandered off to the left and right, though they gave no indication to where they might go.

      This is where you are. This is all you know. What’s right here. Everything else—from that white planet to your father—are things that you have no real knowledge of. If you’re going to survive, you have to focus here, on what you can see.

      Survive.

      It was a word she hadn’t felt—nor thought—in a long time. Not since the realization of that gray light became clear to her. She’d wanted death up until … this moment.

      Yet, staring at these metal bars and the two people working with their heads down, she didn’t feel like the apocalypse. She felt …

      Stolen.

      They took you and they put you in here. They took you from your father and your life and now you’re hanging in the air unable to move an inch.

      Survive.

      She didn’t know who the dark man actually was—whether the Black’s weapon, or something else—but those bright, orange lights had hit him and then she watched as he fell. Nicki hadn’t felt anything then and she didn’t now. Gray light or not, she’d never felt anything even resembling safety from that dark man.

      I’m not him, she thought. I’m not like him at all. I don’t care what that kidnapper said. I don’t care about the sight and I don’t care about the fucking gray light. I’m not like him.

      Survival, then. That’s what mattered right now, and if she could do that, maybe she could figure out all the rest of this later.

      The voice from the darkness had ripped Nicki out of her trance—one that she was just now realizing had stretched for maybe as long as a week. And now, unable to move or speak, Nicki was finally starting to feel like herself. She would have laughed if she could, chuckled at the absurdity of it all. Kidnapped and held captive, she was starting to feel normal again.

      There’s nothing normal here.

      Maybe not, but she was at least thinking somewhat clearly now. She didn’t even know the person that had wandered the Earth the past several days—not since first collapsing in the restaurant, believing flames were consuming her. That hadn’t been the girl who simply decided she wouldn’t remain in the Old World any longer when her mother died. That wasn’t the girl who worked 12 hour days, 7 days a week, to help her father start their business.

      Whoever had taken possession of her over the past few days, it was a strange, weak person. And Nicki, now stolen, wanted nothing to do with that other person.

      The Black, the gray light, the dark man, this place—it could all go to hell.

      And then, as if hell was listening, the door at the end of the hallway opened. The two people in front of Nicki looked up, but only for a second. They picked up their tools and each walked forward down the hall, both breaking to the left at the first exit they saw.

      The man standing in the doorway didn’t so much as glance at them.

      His eyes saw only Nicki.

      And hers now only him.

      He came to her, his black robes billowing slightly behind him as he walked. As he grew closer, his doughy face became clearer—and she had remembered correctly—it was hairless.

      He stepped inside the box, coming forward until their faces were nearly touching. She hung slightly above him, her eyes forced to stare straight ahead, but she could still see him looking up at her.

      “You’re back, aren’t you?” he asked. “I can tell. I can see it in your pupils. They’re focusing now and they weren’t before.”

      The pudgy man stepped back a few feet to one of the box’s corners. He reached around the opposite side and then Nicki felt herself dropping closer to the ground. The tubes connected to her arms moved with her, though they weren’t moving her. She didn’t know what held her in the air, but she didn’t have much time to consider it as he approached again.

      Now they were face to face.

      “Yes,” he said. “You’re back. I think maybe in a bit, we might allow you to speak. I’ll have to talk with my workers about that. I would like to have some conversations with you before we get started with everything.”

      He reached up to her face and lightly touched her cheek with the back of his fingers.

      “You don’t even know how special you are, do you?”

      He stared for a long, long time, his fingers not moving from her head. His face seemed to be carved by some master artist—looking like dough, but clearly made from stone, as it didn’t move at all.

      “Where did you go?” he asked, startling Nicki with his abruptness.

      Nicki realized then that she hated this man. Perhaps the first person she’d ever hated. The psychopath who came for her, she had feared him. The two kidnappers, more fear, but by that point she’d been lost in a haze. This man, though … he held power, clearly. People scurried to and fro whenever he stepped from his room, and now he held someone less than a third his age captive. He might be crazy, but Nicki didn’t care.

      She hated him.

      He was the worst of the Church, God, and every lie she’d ever been told—all formed into one body.

      “I think I know,” he said. “Corinth isn’t speaking to me anymore, but I still think I know. I think you went to It, the Unformed. The Catholics have no idea what they created. I do, though.”

      He didn’t smile, though his lips remained slightly open. Nicki could see every pore on his pale face. His eyes were unflinching.

      Survive, she thought, even as she felt his cold fingers resting on her face.
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      Message received.

      The First Priest discarded it, having forgotten to put a block on any messages. He’d just finished with Scoble and planned on leaving Christine Fain alone tonight. He wanted to talk with Hollowborne. He was slowly gathering perhaps the most important information in humanity’s history. The First might have broken a Proclamation, but he felt certain future generations would vindicate him.

      He entered Hollowborne’s cell. He’d allowed her to have a cot because of her cooperation, and she lay on it now. She was sleeping and didn’t hear him enter.

      “Wake up,” he said, his voice loud enough to echo in the small room.

      The woman’s eyes snapped open and she instinctively pulled the blanket up over her chest.

      He smiled. War was good. The First was coming to understand why the world had so many before the Reformation. War was an excuse to do all the things you wanted to, without fear of reprisal—as long as you won.

      The world might think this war was over, but the First knew the truth. The war would not end until the Black was destroyed … so, it was possible they might always be at war. And he would enjoy it as long as he could.

      Corinth had been a man made great during wartime. There was no reason to think the same couldn’t happen with the First Priest. Not that he was comparing himself to Corinth; he would never do that … only modeling himself after his God.

      “Good,” he said as Hollowborne sat up.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure. I’ve been working a lot lately. Your brother created a lot of problems, if you didn’t notice.” He knew it was well past midnight, the moon heading to its hiding place for the next day. He didn’t care. She would wake and continue telling him about the weapon.

      “I can’t keep this up,” Hollowborne said.

      “You’re going to, though,” the First Priest said. “You’re going to continue talking until there’s nothing left to say.”

      She sat further up in the bed, not needing any other threats. She knew the routine now, and while she might give some protest, there wasn’t any stopping.

      The First Priest came at all hours, and when the woman had finished talking to him, she might have been exhausted, but she couldn’t sleep. What she spoke about took a toll on her, and a heavy one. The First Priest loved it. He felt none of the exhaustion that she did, nor the other two. For him, this was life. Before the Black and his weapon, the First Priest had gone through life as though he’d been sleeping.

      No longer. He didn’t need sleep. He didn’t need to even pause. This was Corinth’s work, more so than anything else the First Priest had ever encountered. He wouldn’t even stop long enough to consider why it enthralled him so, nor what that meant. All he knew was he wanted this, and he would keep after it until it was finished.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      Hollowborne sat up completely, pushing herself back against the wall so that she leaned against it.

      “What do you want to know? I don’t even remember where we stopped. Everything ….” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s all blurring together.”

      “You told me that the True Faith took you and your brother, after killing your parents. That’s where we stopped.” The First Priest was wary about letting the woman ramble. Despite his enjoyment here, he knew the purpose he served—creating a war chest for the Black’s eventual return. “If your time detained doesn’t help me understand the Black, then I don’t want to hear about it. Stay focused on telling me things that will help. Do you understand?”

      The woman’s eyes were closed, but she nodded slightly. “If you want to understand the Unformed, you’ll only understand by seeing it through my eyes. And I only understand it through David, so you’ll either hear his story or you won’t. I don’t know what is helpful or not. I only know what I saw.”

      The First Priest lips pressed into thin lines but he said nothing for a few seconds, not letting his frustration out.

      “Go on then. Start after we captured you. Just don’t dawdle. I have things to do.”

      It was at least a minute before the woman spoke again. She didn’t open her eyes the entire time.
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* * *

      I don’t really know what is expected out of a child after they see their parents killed. For most, I imagine life is very different from before. Perhaps not really even livable, at least not in the same way.

      David and I … we certainly changed.

      We both sort of shut down when it came to communication. The True Faith didn’t separate us, and that could be a good thing depending on how you look at it. If we had been separated, neither of us would have made it—but then, David wouldn’t have turned into the Prophet.

      It’s all about perspective.

      We were kept together and surprisingly enough, not judged nor held accountable for our parents’ sins. If we were older, we might have been; instead you hustled us into orphanages. That’s where we first learned of Corinth. You didn’t know that, did you? You actually taught David everything about Corinth—or at least all the stories you want the population to know.

      Later, as David grew up, he learned more. The truth, I suppose. Corinth isn’t God, though I know it won’t matter to you what I say. He was a military genius, and at least according to David, a political one as well. All of this: you, this Shrine we sit in, the entire True Faith—Corinth did it to solidify his power, and if I’m being honest, to keep the peace.

      He created a religion that worshipped him, and he did it using only his mind.

      David did the same … only he had power. Real power. Corinth didn’t, and his reign has held for 7,000 years. I’m still in awe of it.

      I know, I know. Focus on David. I got it.

      In the orphanage, the other kids ridiculed him mercilessly. He didn’t have nanotech, and they never let him forget it. Not for a single moment.

      I think the Unformed can tell certain things about people. I’ve learned a lot about Veritros, and I think it understood her ferocity before she ever did. I think it looked inside of her and saw someone that could bring the world to its knees, and do it without hesitating.

      So in that way, I think you—or your religion at least—helped create our Prophet. Those kids beat David. By the time he was 13, they’d broken one arm, fractured his jaw, and given him untold bruises. And who were they? They were the people whose eyes could light up green. Who prayed to Corinth with their little coins and said all the right things in front of the Priests.

      For David, they turned into the enemy, and in that, Corinth did as well. He wasn’t like our parents. He learned that lesson well: one could hate without having to announce it to the world. Corinth—if he existed—condoned what those children did, and David grew to hate it all.

      I think the Unformed saw that in him. It had used Veritros’s ruthlessness, but came to understand that wasn’t enough. It needed hate, too. Because in the end, Veritros simply hadn’t hated enough.

      David could, though. David’s rage knew no bounds, and those boys generated it in him.

      If the Unformed returns, it will look inside the next Prophet. It will know that person better than anyone possibly can, and whatever weakness David possessed, the Unformed will make sure it doesn’t exist in the next one.

      I’ll tell you what I think his weakness was, but not yet. I told you, if you want to understand this, you have to hear it as I lived it. I don’t know any other way to say it.

      I couldn’t do anything to help David. I had nanotechnology, so the kids left me alone. He told me not to interfere though, because he knew that if I tried, they’d come for me, too. They were animals, all of them, and I hope the Summoning killed every single one of them. Their kids, too.

      I think the Unformed was looking at David by that point. I’ve thought and thought about this over the years, and it’s the only way any of it makes sense. We should not have escaped that orphanage, and I think eventually the True Faith would have executed David. Not publicly—no one would have known, but there wasn’t any way the True Faith would let someone without nanotechnology into society. Especially not one with the emotional scars David carried. They’d be ripe for deviant behavior.

      Yet, we escaped, and David lived.

      It was after the fractured jaw. Without nanotech, there wasn’t any quick way to heal the bone, so he spent a month with his jaw closed. He could hardly talk, hardly eat. It was miserable.

      The day they took off the wires, he came to me.

      “We’re leaving.”

      We’d been there two years by that point and neither of us had mentioned a word about leaving before. We were kids. Where were we going to go? That’s why I think the Unformed was already looking at him, pulling him, even before he knew it was happening. If the Unformed had contacted him there, with all those eyes on him, he would have been immediately killed.

      No, this was planned, and you can only see it when you’re looking back. If you want to understand the Unformed, you have to understand that. It’s strategic. This isn’t just some random creature. That’s not why we followed It. David of course tried describing It to me before, but in the end, the Unformed is the closest thing to a god that humanity will ever see.

      It makes me wonder … About what? How you killed him so easily. Even with me plotting against him, the Unformed plans. Not in ways that we understand, but Its understanding of humanity … I think It understands us better than we do ourselves. It saw him; It groomed him; It kept him safe for all those years … and now he’s dead. He’s gone and everything the Unformed worked for is, as well.

      The other two. Abby and then Veritros. The Unformed had no idea what it was doing with Abby. It picked someone, perhaps the first person that fit some necessary preconditions, and she was quickly killed. Veritros was next—and you all can say whatever you want to your flock, but the truth is, she should have won.

      But David, the last … he should have been the strongest, and yet he was killed so easily.

      It just makes me wonder.
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* * *

      “Have you had any contact with the High Priest?”

      “No,” the First Priest said. “Why?”

      His four counterparts sat around the table, all growing quiet for a few moments.

      “How much time is interviewing these subjects taking?” the Priestess asked.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” The First Priest didn’t like the insinuation, nor the question about the High Priest.

      “How far behind are you in your NanoMessages?” the Priest to his left asked.

      “Would someone please tell me what is going on and stop with these questions?”

      The four looked at him, and the First Priest saw something he hadn’t before. People never feared him like they did the High—nor should they have, as he wasn’t insane—but they had always showed a very healthy dose of respect. Perhaps their respect had bordered fear, as respect usually did.

      In the four faces around him now, he saw no fear, and very little respect.

      What’s happening? he wondered. Have I really been doing that much with the three? What am I missing here?

      “There are reports that came in last night about the High Priest’s activities. They’re concerning. Have you not listened to them?”

      The First Priest sat up straighter and leaned slightly onto the table. He remembered the notification the previous night, remembered discarding it and never returning to it. He wasn’t going to tell them any of that, however.

      “No. I haven’t. And not because I’m only interviewing, but because I’m also trying to rebuild our entire religion, north to south. So, if you’ll stop wasting more of my time, I’d like to know what you’re all talking about.”

      If these idiots here couldn’t understand the importance of the information he was getting, then that only showed their stupidity. The Black would return one day, and the four here would have simply killed the three followers.

      “Let’s start at the beginning,” a Priest said. “We want to know what you know about him. He’s in the One Path, yes?”

      The First Priest nodded, his eyes narrow. He offered nothing else.

      “Who else knows about this?”

      “I’m not the High Priest’s personal assistant. I don’t know who knows, nor what permissions he has for his living arrangements. Perhaps you four would like to ask him?”

      “You don’t find it concerning?” the Priestess asked.

      No, I don’t, because I’m lucky to be alive right now, the First Priest thought. If the madman wants to lock himself away with some girl from the Old World, then he can have at it.

      “It’s not my place to monitor the High Priest, just like it’s not yours.”

      “He’s building something,” another Priest said. “And from what we understand, it’s extremely compact, but the amount of nanotech being utilized … it’s unheard of.”

      “I’m still not understanding what business is it of ours? We know our job here. We’ve never been involved with the High Priest’s activities.”

      The Priest that spoke next was quiet, his voice not quite a whisper, but conspiratorially all the same. “You should play the message, First Priest.”

      “Corinth damn it all,” the First said, pushing himself back from the table. He stood up and turned from the table, looking at the back wall.

      Play, he told his nanotech.

      A green display poured from his eyes, stopping halfway between him and the wall. The person inside it was a young man, hair cropped short against his head. To the First Priest, he looked terrified. He sat in a room by himself, the only light streaming in from the window.

      “What we’re building here … it’s not right. I cannot, in any good faith, believe that Corinth ordered this done. There’s a woman here, and we’ve been instructed to examine her brain. It may be treasonous to say this, but our mandate is insanity. It’s evil. It cannot possibly be what Corinth wants. The High Priest has commanded us to understand this woman’s brain, the differences in it, and then we’re to build something that will allow her to connect to the Black.”

      The young man paused. He turned around and looked at the door, swallowing as he did.

      The First Priest wanted to end the message and turn around to the Council. This was ridiculous, beyond preposterous. They couldn’t reach the Black. The High Priest had certainly lost his mind and they were all buying into it—

      The young man looked back at the First Priest.

      “When we first heard all this, we didn’t think it was possible. He told us it was though, that Corinth himself had said we could do it. We’ve been working a week and … and I think we’re going to be able to do this. The girl’s brain, it’s not like anything anyone here has ever seen. The activity in different parts is far and away greater than any other human brain; it’s almost like she’s a different species. And the activity is increasing. Parts of her brain light up that should be nearly dark.”

      The young man paused again, but he looked down at his hands this time.

      “We’re going to mimic the weapon’s brain, and I really believe that if the Black is looking for her, It’ll find her like a beacon.” He focused on the First Priest again. “If this is Corinth’s will, then I humbly ask forgiveness and accept any punishment deemed necessary. I do this out of love for Corinth, nothing else.”

      The message ended, the green pixels dying. The First Priest stood for a second with his back to the group. He still wasn’t sure anything the young man had said was possible. It certainly didn’t sound like it, but the man wasn’t acting. Whatever they were doing for the High Priest, it terrified him.

      The First Priest turned around.

      “Now do you see?”

      “If this is true, the High Priest is not well,” a Priest said, the strongest rebuke the First had ever heard toward the High.

      “I don’t think it’s possible,” the First said. “We know almost nothing about the Black, let alone enough to create a beacon it can reach out to.”

      “Then let’s live in a separate reality for a moment,” the Priestess said. “Let’s pretend it is possible, and let our actions reflect such. There’s more, too. The Disciples, they’re leaving in large numbers.”

      “They’ve always left when they wanted,” the First said. “That’s not new.”

      “It is in such massive numbers, and from what we can tell, they’re heading outside the True Faith.”

      “What do you mean?” the First asked.

      “Above ground.”

      Silence fell over the room. The First had noticed the Disciples—or lack thereof. Rather, he noticed now, when thinking back. He had seen less of them—

      No, that’s not right. Have you seen any of them? Any at all?

      “I want some time to think about this,” he said.

      “There isn’t time,” the Priestess said. “You saw what just happened. The world cannot, cannot face that again—”

      “I said I want some time,” the First Priest interrupted, his eyes flashing to the Priestess, silencing her. “And all of you will give it to me.”

      The other Priests said nothing, and the Priestess remained silent.

      “I’ll return in a few hours. This evening at the latest. I’m not pushing this off, but I won’t challenge the High Priest based on one message that skipped the entire chain of command. If any of you want to act immediately, then go ahead. I won’t stop you. If you want me with you, though, then you’re going to give me this time.”

      “Tonight?” a Priest asked.

      “At the latest.”
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* * *

      The First Priest didn’t have a clue as to what was going on inside the High’s mind. He imagined it was like a beehive, but instead of each individual bee knowing its role and working for a higher purpose, the bees flew around on methamphetamine, banging into each other and walls. He’d seen the High a little over a week ago, and knew the man was lost—completely insane.

      The First had left the girl there, knowing very little about her, and not caring a whit. Just glad to have saved his own skin. He’d been more focused on Raylyn Brinson and her lover, on getting back here and away from the High.

      Now, it appeared Corinth was forcing him back into the High’s path.

      There could be glory here for you. If the High falls, you will take His place.

      The First pushed such thoughts from his mind, remembering how easily he’d been seduced last time, and in the end had nearly died after thinking them.

      Once the Council left, the First spent a few hours working back channels to find the young man that had sent the message. It didn’t take terribly long, because when the First gave orders, they were immediately obeyed. He never spoke with the young man, but he hadn’t wanted to. Rather, the First wanted every piece of information he could get about the woman.

      He had it all within a few hours, and then went to Hollowborne’s cell. Scoble was playing along, but the First always felt more comfortable around Hollowborne. Scoble gave up information to protect Fain. Hollowborne talked because she had rejected the Black.

      “Look,” he said, entering the cell and not pausing. The room’s walls—all of them—changed to display information. The one behind Hollowborne showed the young woman’s face, name, and physical statistics. To the right was a dossier of her history, combined with pictures throughout her life that changed every few seconds. Bullet points were on the left, outlining what they knew of the woman’s past couple of weeks (which wasn’t much).

      Hollowborne stared at him, surprised at his entrance, but turned slowly as she watched the walls change.

      “Who is she?” the First demanded. “That’s the woman you were after, isn’t it? I want to know everything you do about her.”

      Hollowborne was quiet for a few seconds, but that was too long for the First.

      “Do you hear me?”

      Hollowborne stood and walked across the room to where the woman’s current picture displayed on the wall. She had to look up slightly, staring at the large face. “She’s so young.”

      “I don’t care how old she is. It’s irrelevant.”

      Hollowborne reached up and touched the wall where the woman’s face was displayed.

      “What did the weapon want with her?”

      “She was like David,” Hollowborne said without turning around. “She … She has the same power he did.”

      “So she’s connected to the Black already?”

      Hollowborne shook her head. “No. Whatever she’s able to do, it doesn’t come from the Unformed.”

      “Then where does it come from?”

      “I don’t know,” Hollowborne said and turned around to look at the Priest. “David didn’t know. The Unformed wanted her dead, and that’s why we went to the One Path.”

      “Lie to me again, and Fain’s skin will decorate your cell.”

      “I’m not lying. David didn’t know, and that means I don’t know.”

      The First Priest stared at her, trying to understand if the woman was being truthful. Hollowborne turned back around and started walking next to the walls, reading their facts.

      The First Priest needed to decide how much to tell Hollowborne. He wanted her opinion on whether it was possible, the High Priest’s crazy plan, but to get that from her, he’d have to tell her at least part of what was happening.

      It doesn’t matter if she knows. Her Prophet is dead and she’s a captive here. She can know everything you think, and she won’t be able to do a thing about it.

      “Is it possible to contact the Unformed through her?” he asked. “Would it be possible to create something that allowed the Unformed to see her, reach down and contact her?”

      Hollowborne turned around, her eyes narrow and her mouth slightly open. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “Just answer the damn question.”

      The woman stared at the First Priest for a few seconds, her eyes slightly unfocused as she thought. Finally she chuckled once, then looked down at the floor. “You’re not getting it. No matter what I tell you or what Rhett tells you. Or even Christine, if you haven’t killed her yet. You don’t understand.”

      “What?”

      “If the Unformed wants her, It will take her. It doesn’t need any help seeing her. It can see you right now. Me. Everyone.”

      “What would happen if we shined a spotlight on her?”

      “From the Unformed’s perspective?” Hollowborne asked. “I don’t know. I can’t pretend to understand what It will and won’t do. I only know that It doesn’t need a fucking spotlight to see the girl. It already sees her. It told David to kill her.”

      She stopped talking and looked at the wall, staring up at the large picture of the thin, blonde lady.

      “What I don’t understand about her,” Hollowborne said, “is how she did what she did. David said her power was like his, but yet the Unformed wasn’t acting through her. Whatever stupid thing you’re about try with this girl, I wouldn’t be worried about the Unformed. If she’s like David, I wouldn’t want to push her into a corner.”

      “What would you do?”

      “I’d kill her. The power isn’t gone. It’s dormant. Whatever that machine does, if it shoves her face to face with the Unformed, or somehow makes her feel threatened ….” Hollowborne trailed off, only looking up in silence for a few seconds. “A lot of people are going to die.”
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* * *

      “Did you get enough thinking done?”

      The First Priest nodded, though unsure if that was the truth. Perhaps he could think from now until he died, and still not have a solution to this problem, but his time was up and he knew it. If he told the Council he wasn’t ready, their fear would drive them to act without him, and that was something he couldn’t abide.

      “Well, tell us what you came up with?”

      “The Unformed already knows about her, so that’s not the real issue.”

      “What do you mean?” one of the members asked. “How do you know?”

      “The weapon was intercepting her. That’s why he went to the One Path. You might think my interviewing the prisoners is wasted time, but without it, we would know nothing.”

      He paused, looking around the group; they seemed cowed for the moment.

      “You’re going to have to back up a bit,” the Priestess said. “The Unformed knows about her? How?”

      “I’ll have a report sent to all of you. Read it, and it’ll explain the details,” the First said. “If she’s like the weapon, then It already knows she exists. Whatever the High Priest is doing, as much as it pains me to say it, there’s nothing rooting him in reality anymore. The thing to worry about is what the woman might do if she feels threatened—”

      “Feels threatened?” another Priest asked. “She’s being held captive and they’re running tests on her. Wouldn’t you say that’s enough to make her feel threatened?”

      The First Priest was quiet for a moment. This was dangerous ground they were treading, and the Priest who just spoke didn’t seem to understand that. They were all standing just to one side of a line marked ‘treason’, with each person considering stepping over it.

      Though, it would only be treason if they lost. That was something to be remembered.

      “I can’t say exactly what will frighten her,” the First Priest finally answered. “However, I do think there are some real issues that we need to work out.”

      “And where would you start?”

      Are you going to do this? There isn’t any coming back, and if you lose, you’re going to die.

      The First Priest stared at the other four, his mind still and his face showing nothing.

      You were just granted life by this man. You broke Corinth’s Proclamation—

      I broke his Proclamation to save the world.

      —And the High Priest gave you virtual rule over the True Faith. Are you positive the next words are the ones you think are best?

      The other four weren’t yet frightened, but the First Priest thought they were bordering on it. They didn’t know he’d broken the Proclamation, and none of them appeared to be plotting. Their concern was genuine; it was the First Priest using this as an opportunity—

      No, that’s not necessarily true. Just because you’re most likely to take over his spot, doesn’t mean you’re not concerned as well.

      His conscience battled inside his head, but the four in front of him awaited an answer.

      “This woman can do serious damage. You saw images of the weapon. She is like him, and her power will be similar as well.” The First Priest leaned back in his chair. “Before we say anything else, though, do you all understand what it is we’re discussing here?”

      No one moved, nor said anything, and the First understood that was affirmation.

      “If any of you don’t want to discuss this, then it’s best you leave now.”

      No one stood. If they had, the First Priest would have had a serious choice to make: let them go, knowing that he would be reported, or …

      Or what? What is it you’re willing to do here?

      The sound of his hand slapping Rebecca Hollowborne’s face echoed across his mind.

      “Okay,” he said. “Then we’re all in this together, from now until completion. Any objections?”

      Still, no one said anything.

      “Then we start by removing the High Priest from his position. While I believe his heart is in the right place, I don’t think he’s mentally fit to serve Corinth any longer. Once he is no longer in power, then we immediately move on the girl.”

      “What do we do with her?”

      I’d kill her, Hollowborne had said.

      The First Priest wouldn’t. He would bring her into his fold, just like the three he now controlled. The problem with Hollowborne, just like the problem with his four colleagues, was that none of them had vision. They couldn’t see the future, though they had just lived through it. The future would be more of the same, unless someone did something to stop it. Corinth had placed the First Priest in this position—of that he had no doubt. He would be the one to stop it.

      “We’ll subdue her, and then we’ll study her.”
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* * *

      Manor had seen absolutely no one since Raylyn last visited him. He thought that had been two days ago, but it could have been as long as four. Time was fluid in his cell. The lights never turned off, so there was no indication of day or night. He slept when he felt tired … though he wished he could sleep more. Sleep helped with the boredom, but sometimes his body simply refused it.

      He wasn’t seeing apparitions or hearing voices yet, but he thought that might be possible. Something was happening with him in this cell.

      It’s because you’re alone. No human contact. Nothing.

      His thoughts came to him in bursts.

      That, or they played out in long, slow, visions. The Prophet falling from the sky. Raylyn sleeping next to him as he reported what she’d told him. His original conversion with Rhett Scoble.

      They have to kill you or they have to let you out. You can’t continue this for much longer.

      That was the truth. Two days. Four days. Manor didn’t think he could last ten more—though how would he even know when they passed?

      Just recognize when you finally go insane. That should give you a good indication.

      He didn’t know if it was morning or night when Raylyn came next. He was staring up at the ceiling, his thoughts circling back to the Prophet. They always returned to him and his fall from the sky. Manor had never even considered that the Prophet might die, but now that it happened, Manor thought something should feel different. The Blood of the Touched no longer existed because there was no one else Touched. Yet, besides this room slowly destroying his sanity, he felt the same.

      Deep in thought, or simply not aware of his surroundings, he didn’t see Raylyn enter. Didn’t hear the wall fade away then reform behind her.

      “Are you awake?” she asked.

      Manor’s head snapped over to her, shocked.

      Relief washed over him, and he quickly spun around on the bench, sitting up. He was about to stand when he saw her take a step back, fear plastering her face.

      “No,” she said. “Don’t you move.”

      Manor, his ass a few inches off the bench, paused. Still staring at her, he sat back down. “I’m sorry. I just … I haven’t seen anyone since you were here last.”

      “You stay on the bench,” she said. “If you do anything, I promise, you’ll be in a lot of pain.”

      He nodded, realizing he must look like some kind of animal. He was leaning forward, his hands gripping the bench, his eyes hungry for any interaction.

      Get a hold of yourself. Act like a human.

      He slowly released his grip on the bench and forced himself to lean back against the wall.

      “I’m sorry. Just don’t leave. Just stay for a bit, okay?”

      He knew what he sounded like, though he couldn’t help it.

      “You’re in the early stages of deprivation,” Raylyn said, sounding almost clinical. “We try not to do this to people under usual circumstances. These aren’t usual circumstances, though, and we don’t have the personnel to come down here.”

      He nodded, oddly feeling relieved to have someone actually diagnose what was happening to him. He let his head lean back against the wall, thinking that he might start crying and desperately not wanting to.

      “I wanted to talk to you about …,” Raylyn’s voice trailed off. Manor thought she might say something, but as the silence lingered longer, he looked up.

      Her eyes were on the ground.

      The first time she came here, she’d been destroyed. Last time, angry. And when she entered now? She’d been looking at him clinically, but here she was, staring at the ground like some kind of ashamed little girl.

      “Raylyn?”

      “Hush,” she said, and though Manor couldn’t see her eyes, he knew there were tears in them.

      He said nothing, only waited. After a few moments, she reached up and wiped at her eyes, then looked at him again.

      “I want you to tell me why you hate Corinth.”

      Manor’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t move at all. “Why?”

      “What does it matter to you? If you’d rather be alone, I can leave.”

      He shook his head. “No. No. I’ll talk about it. It doesn’t really matter now. I can say whatever I want, the end is going to be the same.” He looked over at the other bench. “Do you want to sit down?”

      Still looking at the bench, he laughed, realizing how stupid it sounded.

      Raylyn made no noise, only went and sat down.

      “Tell me. Why?” she asked.

      Manor looked at her for another second, then leaned back against the wall and stared across the empty room. The answers she wanted were numerous, and the philosophy behind them deep. He didn’t really even know where to start.

      “I didn’t do any of this lightly, Raylyn. Every step I took … it was with a lot of thought behind it.”

      She said nothing, letting silence fill the room when he finished.

      So that’s how it would be. She truly just wanted him to speak. She didn’t want to converse, only to hear why he hated her god and had chosen another over him.

      Manor started talking, and once he did, he found it very hard to stop.
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      Was it worth it, Rebecca? Was killing your brother worth it?

      The question was an albatross on Rebecca’s mind. She spoke with the First Priest; she told him the things he wanted to hear, and the things he didn’t, but that question reigned as a merciless king.

      Was it worth it?

      She didn’t know how Rhett felt, nor Christine, but she couldn’t remove David from her mind for even a second. Her dreams were filled with him, and her waking moments? She was forced to talk about him, and when she was given respite, her mind refused to stop thinking of him.

      Was it worth it?

      The question plagued her, unanswerable. She sat in a cell, her only company her sworn enemy. Those she loved and cared for were either dead or being tortured. Rebecca had once heard a quote that existed before the Reformation. Something like, what good does it do a man to gain the world, if he loses his soul?

      The world had been gained, and now she lived on—saddled with the heavy debt from such a gain.

      Rebecca wanted to stand from her small cot, but there was nowhere to walk. Nothing to see. So she lay on it and stared endlessly at nothing, while thinking of her dead brother.

      I’m sorry, she thought. I’m more sorry than you’ll ever know. It wasn’t your fault and I have to keep telling myself that it wasn’t my fault either. You were lost and when I understood the truth, what choice did I have?

      And then, another side of her spoke up, the one from which all her guilt and self-loathing sprang from. You could have told him the truth you were shown.

      No. David wouldn’t have listened. Once the Unformed held someone in Its hand, there wasn’t any escape; and that’s what Veritros had come to realize. It’s why Rebecca ultimately decided he had to die.

      What about Veritros then? If that’s true, why was she different?

      Rebecca tried pushing the thought from her mind. She was different because she wasn’t David. She was different because she didn’t grow up beaten and bullied, watching her parents gunned down. She was different.

      Only one question mattered: Was it worth it?

      The destroyer of everything she loved, Rebecca didn’t have an answer. The world had been gained, but her soul no longer belonged to her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Without knowing it, Rhett was asking himself the same question, though he felt extreme guilt even considering it.

      Was it worth it?

      Rhett felt no pain, and for that, he was glad. David had tortured people and Rhett had watched, but it wasn’t something either of them enjoyed. It was done for a simple reason: David had needed something, and torture had been the most efficient method of getting it.

      Now, though, Rhett was receiving first hand knowledge that certain people did enjoy it—the First Priest being the greatest example.

      Rhett’s torture wasn’t physical, which was something he hadn’t considered before. David’s exploits had always been physical, using his power to break people who dared defy him. He hadn’t had the patience or time for this mental aspect.

      Which was what Rhett now faced.

      Because no matter what time of day it was, he could look up and see Christine. Whether he turned to his left or right, or only stared straight ahead, the wall recognized his face and showed her to him.

      The First Priest had let him down from the wall, but not Christine. She still hung, almost like the man named Jesus had—though without spikes through her hands and feet.

      And that’s when the question came to Rhett, whenever he looked up at her.

      She slept much of the time, which Rhett appreciated. Perhaps in sleep, she couldn’t feel what they were doing to her. Though, given their method of torture, Rhett doubted she could do much else.

      Three tubes were attached to Christine. One at her neck, one just below her rib cage, and finally one connected to her calf. Thin things that looked almost painless hanging from her body.

      Her blood filled them constantly. A slow drip, to be sure, but continuous. She was being used as a blood bank, and as her body futilely tried to refill its supply, the True Faith took it from her. They had drained enough to make her weak and sick, but not enough to kill her. They kept her in some kind of half-life, and no matter how much Rhett pleaded, the First Priest wouldn’t stop.

      “Why?” Rhett had asked. “Why not just use her nanotech to diagnose her blood?”

      The First Priest had smiled. “We can do a lot more with it once it’s out of her body. I didn’t know that at first.”

      Was it worth it?

      Did Christine think it was? Hanging on the wall with her best hope being that they would finally kill her? Had following David been worth it for Christine?

      And now, Rhett was forced to watch while continuing to divulge everything he knew about David—all in hopes that they wouldn’t inflict more pain on Christine.

      When David was alive, Rhett would have done anything … even kill the woman he now watched suffer. He might have hated it, questioned it, but in the end, he would have done as commanded. The Prophet. The key that would free everyone.

      Dead, though, and now Rhett asked himself if any of it had been worth it. A false Prophet. An imposter.

      The words stung Rhett’s mind like hornets flying around inside his skull, frightened and angry. David wasn’t false, nor an imposter. His damned sister had traded him … and for what?

      Another question Rhett couldn’t answer. What had Rebecca gained, because everyone else had lost everything. Did she gain that? Everything?

      Had it been worth it, to know the man who said life could be different, though in the end he’d been wrong?
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      The drone had a front and backseat. Daniel chose the back on the right side, while the psychopath sat in the front left. There wasn’t a driver or passenger side in the typical sense, as the drone would fly itself—still, Daniel thought it interesting that the man didn’t care where Daniel was. Behind or next to him, it didn’t concern the psychopath.

      You should remember that, too. He’s not concerned because he doesn’t see you as a threat. You’re weak to him, and he’s probably right. To survive this, you’re going to need a significant advantage over him. You don’t have one yet.

      The drone was heading to the One Path, at least from what Daniel knew. He realized quickly that he couldn’t actually be sure of anything, and would have to trust this psychopath some. Though, it really wasn’t the psychopath he trusted, but the psychopath’s desire to see Nicki. That drove him, and Daniel thought it would continue doing so.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “Another 12 hours or so.”

      “And what do we do when we get there? How are we going to find her? Stop with the bullshit and just tell me.”

      The psychopath gave a slight smirk, though his lips didn’t reveal any teeth. He brought his hand up to his right temple and tapped on it twice with his index finger. “I’m like a hound dog. I can sniff her out.”

      Daniel felt his stomach turn at the word sniff being used about his daughter. He could say something, but what would be the point? If Nicki and he were to live, he needed to understand this man. “How do you do it?”

      The psychopath’s chair spun around slowly so that the two faced each other. “You keep asking me that. No one else has. I had a mentor once. He never asked. The Priests I serve, they never ask. Yet you keep on. Why?”

      “Because it’s my daughter we’re after, and I want to know how you’re tracking her. Anything that concerns my daughter, I want to understand.”

      The psychopath said nothing, his bony hands folded in his lap.

      “Why don’t you want to tell me?” Daniel asked.

      The psychopath remained quiet.

      “Okay, then, why do you think no one else has asked?”

      “I don’t think they want to know how I do it. Or at least, I don’t think anyone besides my mentor wants to know. My mentor obviously knew. He and I were very much alike.”

      “He was insane, too?” Daniel said, the words flying from his mouth before he could silence them.

      “That’s how you truly see me, isn’t it?”

      Now Daniel said nothing.

      “I suppose you would also think him crazy, too. A psychopath. I’m not too sure of the meaning of that word. I mean, I’ve heard it before, but I’ve never really considered it when thinking about myself. What’s your definition?”

      “Whatever you are.”

      The psychopath seemed to genuinely consider it, looking away and nodding ever so slightly as the words sunk into his mind. After a few moments, he looked back to Daniel. “I can tell you how I do it, if you want. I suppose now it doesn’t matter who knows what. I’ll be excommunicated for sure. Do you really want to know?”

      Daniel nodded, though he didn’t feel as confident as he had minutes before.

      “How old are you?” the psychopath asked.

      “Fifty-two.”

      “I’m 45, which is another reason why I decided to come along on this little adventure.”

      And Daniel understood then. His eyes widened and his mouth opened slightly, dumbfounded as he looked at the man sitting across from him. “You have it …”

      “Not for much longer, though,” the psychopath said. “It’s weakening even now, has been for the past few years. Finding her isn’t as easy as it would have been five years ago, let alone ten. She’s the last one, and even if she wasn’t, I wouldn’t be able to do this much longer.” He looked away again, his face taking on a wistful appearance. “I’m going to be excommunicated, but I’m not sure what purpose my life would have once the sight is gone. I would continue serving God, but in what capacity? Back to construction? I’m not sure I could.”

      “You son-of-a-bitch,” Daniel said, gripping the sides of his chair. “You killed your own kind. You killed people just like you, for being just like you. You used the sight to find them, and then what … what do you do to them?”

      The psychopath’s eyes flicked to him, as if having forgotten he was there at all. “We’re an abomination, Daniel. I understand that. The Church has proclaimed it so. We’re a mistake that God never intended. Maybe part of me is even a worse abomination, because I can’t help liking what I do. I can’t help that I love it, but that doesn’t change the facts. Our kind has to die. We should never have existed in the first place.”

      Daniel felt his heart thumping in his chest, could hear it in his ears. He gritted his teeth as he spoke. “What do you do to them?”

      “I can show you that, too, if you’d like. I can’t do everything your daughter can, but I’ve always been pretty strong with it. Do you want to see?” Glee radiated through his face and voice.

      Daniel saw too late what was about to happen, though he tried fighting it. He stood, making it halfway up before the psychopath was on top of him.

      He forced Daniel back down into the chair, one hand on his throat, and the other on top of his head. Spit flew from Daniel’s mouth and his fist swung upward, trying to break the man’s face. He managed to hit him once, the psychopath’s head snapping backwards, but only for a second.

      Daniel swung again, but his hand never connected. It paused midway, and then fell back to the chair.

      Daniel’s eyes rolled back in his head, and after thinking for years and years that he understood the sight, he realized there were uses he hadn’t considered.
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* * *

      Jackson Carriage was 28 years old. Daniel Sesam knew his name now, knew his age too. He saw a lot about the man, more than he wanted, and realized there was more to come.

      He stood alone in a vast yard. It was farmland, and a farmhouse in front of him. In the distance, to the right of the home, cows grazed—none looking up at the stranger before them. People came and people went, but the important thing to them was right in front of their faces. Perhaps those cows had reached enlightenment.

      Jackson hadn’t yet, though, but at 28, he hoped he might find it inside this house. He wore a suit with a tie, and carried a briefcase. His shoes were polished to a superb shine, reflecting the sunlight above. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, then used it to wipe the sweat from his brow.

      Summertime and hot, Jackson’s mentor hadn’t understood why he insisted in going out to the farmhouse like this. That was okay. Jackson didn’t need his mentor’s permission to do it, nor his understanding. He was past that part in his apprenticeship, able to do as he wished now.

      His mentor, Brent, had said something the other day that made Jackson think this approach would be best.

      “We’re running out of them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Twenty years ago,” Brent said, “it seemed I was hunting a different one every month. Now, you’ll go months with no work. The only reason we brought you on at all is because of this damned cancer eating me up. Otherwise, there simply isn’t enough work for both of us.”

      And that was true. Brent was in an infirmary right now, getting his treatments, but if he’d been in the field, there wouldn’t be any need for Jackson—because, they were running out of people who possessed the sight. Which was why Jackson stood dressed as he was, holding a suitcase and looking just as pleasant as pie.

      He wanted these farmers to think he was a traveling salesman. Something right out of Pre-Reformation time. They kept an idyllic looking farm here, why couldn’t he add to that idealism? Jackson walked up the long driveway, doing his best to keep his eyes off the front door. He could feel the boy inside; it was like a pulse inside his mind, and the closer he drew to the house, the harder it beat.

      He reached the porch, climbed up the few stairs, pulled back the screen door, and knocked.

      Jackson wiped the sweat from his brow once more as he waited, making sure to place the handkerchief back in his pocket when he heard steps inside.

      The door opened and Jackson gave his warmest smile. He knew people felt something was off about him almost immediately, so he and Brent had worked on disarming them. The first thing was a smile. People trusted smiles, and Jackson was good at understanding when things were turning against him.

      “Can I help you?” a woman asked.

      “Ma’am, I’m George Franklin and I’m with the Catholic Church’s Bible Replenishment Group. Have you heard of us?”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t believe I have. What is it?”

      She was curious. You mention the Church and the Bible and people got interested. They couldn’t help it.

      “Well, ma’am, let me show you my identification here, so you know I am who I say I am.”

      Jackson bent over slightly and placed his large briefcase on the porch, then reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Jackson grabbed the ID from inside and handed it over.

      “See, right there in front. George Franklin.”

      Jackson had made the ID before leaving the Vatican. The Bible Replenishment Group actually existed, though Jackson had nothing to do with it.

      “Yes, that’s you,” the woman said, glancing up from the ID. “How can I help you, Mr. Franklin?”

      “Well, would you mind if we stepped inside first? The heat out here, well it’s beating me down, if I can be honest.”

      He smiled again, seeing a moment’s hesitancy on the woman’s face. Jackson knew it was only her and her son here right now. Her husband had gone into town, which was 10 miles away. If he showed back up—which probably wouldn’t happen—Jackson would handle it.

      “Sure,” she said, Jackson’s smile throwing her off. “You’re with the Church after all.”

      Jackson nodded and the woman stepped aside, allowing him entrance.

      The funny thing about all this? None of it was illegal. Jackson’s job—indeed his duty to God—was to enter this house and rid the world of the boy.

      Jackson stepped inside, doing his best to keep from closing his eyes. The pulse was almost thumping inside him now. He could tell that the kid was upstairs, and depending on what the sight decided to do, he might know Jackson was downstairs—or know what Jackson was.

      “Come on into the kitchen,” the woman said, leading the way. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Yes, ma’am, that would be great,” Jackson said, keeping his eyes straight ahead, watching the woman’s back.

      She went to the cabinet, took a glass out, and then poured water from the tap.

      “Here you are,” she said, handing it to him. “Come over here and have a seat, then tell me about this Bible Replenishment business.”

      He saw she was growing more and more disarmed, which was what he wanted. Jackson followed her to the table, taking a sip of his water. “Thank you. Tastes absolutely amazing,” he said, taking a chair at the table and putting his briefcase on the floor. He placed his water down and looked to the woman, still smiling. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Oh, goodness. I have no manners sometimes. My name is Mary Bellchick.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Bellchick,” Jackson said. “So, the Bible Replenishment Group is tasked with replacing Bibles in people’s houses, free of charge. We used to just mail these things out, but we’ve found it actually more cost efficient and people focused to actually go to individual houses. That way we can see exactly how many Bibles a home needs, as well as anything else we might be able to help with.”

      This was, of course, a lie, but Mary Bellchick would never know.

      “Oh, well that sounds great,” she said. “When did this start? I remember getting a package with Bibles in it maybe two years ago?”

      “That sounds about right,” Jackson said. “We began this new program the past year. Do you know how many Bibles your house needs right now? My records show you have a husband and a child. Are either of them home?”

      “Terry is,” she said. “He’s my son, and I think he’s upstairs. Just give me a minute to grab him and see what condition his Bible is in, okay?”

      “Certainly.”

      She stood up and walked out of the kitchen. Jackson listened to her steps fade, his Church credentials lending him all the credibility needed to sit alone in her house. The pulse in his head had grown from thumping to pounding. It didn’t hurt—no, it felt indescribably good. Like an orgasm, though without the lust attached to it.

      Jackson knew he didn’t have much time. He would have to act soon—the pounding would demand it.

      Another minute or so passed, and he heard two pairs of feet walking toward him.

      Jackson stood up, turning around just as the boy entered the kitchen. Jackson’s mouth opened slightly, unable to help it. The boy was beautiful, and each time Jackson saw someone with the sight, he forgot about all the rest. He forgot about anyone he’d ever met, and thought that he would never meet anyone else again. There was only this boy, and the rest of the world faded away.

      “Mr. Franklin?” the woman asked. She was concerned; Jackson’s oddness coming back full force in her mind—and his subconscious heard it. A flare went up inside his head, telling him to pay attention, that he was blowing his cover. He ignored it. No flares—no bombs—could pull him from the boy.

      Fourteen years old.

      The sight in full bloom, just now taking him over. His parents didn’t know, neither of them had it—this stemmed from generations before. But Jackson saw it as clearly as he saw the mother standing next to him.

      “Hi,” he whispered as if introducing himself.

      “Mr. Franklin, are you okay?”

      Jackson flicked his eyes to the woman, though it took a gargantuan effort. “Sit down.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Jackson launched himself at her, crossing the few feet between them effortlessly. He grabbed her by the hair before she even had time to scream, then slammed her head twice on the edge of the sink.

      Whack. Whack.

      He let go and her body sagged to the ground. Blood dripped down the cabinet beneath the sink, short lines growing long.

      Jackson turned to the boy. Tears rested in his eyes and his body was shaking as if he stood in a blizzard. He said nothing, though, only stared down at his mother’s motionless body.

      A low whine finally started in the boy’s throat, but Jackson didn’t move. He watched the boy while the boy watched his mother, the scream growing louder.

      It was beautiful.

      So. Damned. Beautiful.

      “Come here,” Jackson whispered.

      The boy didn’t move and that was okay. Jackson went to him, his screaming echoing through the kitchen—Jackson loved the sound.

      He kneeled in front of the boy, grabbing his shoulders tight. The boy’s eyes whipped to him, a single, fat tear escaping his eyes and rolling down his cheek. His screaming stopped, though his mouth remained open.

      “Go in the living room and sit down.”

      The boy didn’t move.

      “Now!” Jackson snapped. The boy ran right to the living room, his conscious mind not in control at all. He’d just witnessed his mother murdered and was now operating on autopilot. A scary man told him to do something, and so he did it.

      Jackson felt none of the anger his voice portrayed. He only wanted to get the boy moving. He was still in awe; the sight practically radiated off the boy. Jackson followed him into the living room. The boy was sitting in the middle of the couch, his hands underneath his legs, and tears streaming down his face. His lips trembled and his body still shook.

      Jackson took a seat in the chair across the room.

      He watched the boy. This was what his mentor hadn’t understood. Brent would have come in this house, probably left the mother alone, and simply taken the boy. He had no interest in actually watching. He only wanted to eliminate the targets given to him. He didn’t take joy in his work.

      Jackson wanted to bask in the glory of these creatures—they might be abominations (he might be an abomination)—but that didn’t stunt their beauty.

      The boy began rocking back and forth, whimpering, and Jackson just kept watching. He watched until the boy’s father came home, and then after dispatching him, he went back to watching. When the boy stood up and tried to run, Jackson knocked him unconscious.

      And just kept watching.

      Until the sun went down.
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* * *

      Daniel opened his eyes.

      He blinked a few times, realizing he was lying on his side. The psychopath (Jackson Carriage, his mind told him) sat facing forward and looking out the window as the drone continued its flight.

      The seat had been laid down and Daniel felt a light blanket over his body—obviously something he hadn’t done.

      The recent past came back to him slowly, and he didn’t move as it did. He remembered … the psychopath standing up and throwing him back against the seat he now lay on. He remembered the man grabbing both his throat and head, and then …

      He has the sight, and … and what? He can communicate with me through it?

      Remaining still, Daniel scanned his body for pain but felt none. Even his neck was fine, meaning that once he went under the psychopath’s trance, he’d been released.

      And then what? The psychopath put the damned blanket over him?

      Daniel sat up, pushing the cover off him.

      “How long have I been out for?”

      “An hour maybe. I didn’t really track it.”

      Daniel said nothing for a few seconds. “What happened to that boy? The one at the farm.”

      “The same thing that would have happened to your daughter. I was younger then, still apprenticing, so it wasn’t up to me to eliminate the target. I brought him back to the Vatican and he was taken care of. I received my wings after my apprenticeship ended.”

      “Your wings?”

      “I became the angel that took the little boys and girls to heaven,” the psychopath said, a small grin on his face.

      Daniel sat in silence for a few moments, questions ricocheting though his head. He thought about not asking them, but what would be the point? If the psychopath wanted him dead, then Daniel would be. Instead, Daniel lay with a blanket draped over him.

      “Why didn’t you kill me?”

      The psychopath looked over his shoulder for a second, a quizzical look on his face. He shook his head as if Daniel had asked something insane and he could hardly believe the man said it. He turned back around and shook his head once more in disbelief. “Kill you? Why would I do that?”

      Daniel felt as much disbelief as the psychopath. Was he truly that insane? “Because you’re going to kill my daughter, and that means I’m going to kill you the first chance I get.”

      A small, low chuckle escaped the psychopath’s mouth. He looked down at his lap. “You don’t understand. I’m not going to kill her. That isn’t what I wanted with that boy or any of those I found. I only wanted to watch them. I brought them back, or killed them, because it was my duty. With your daughter … it’s not my duty any longer.”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      “I don’t want to kill her. I want to keep her.”

      Daniel opened his mouth to say something, but then paused, understanding gripping him. The psychopath wasn’t going to get Nicki and follow the Church’s original plan. He was taking her for himself. So that he could watch her like he had that boy … for the rest of his life.

      “Why am I still alive then?” Daniel asked. “You don’t need me to find her. You don’t need me at all.” He felt no gratefulness toward the man—certainly not any trust—yet he wanted to know the answer.

      “I can’t say that I’ve never killed because I wanted to. I’ve wanted to kill people before, and I have, but it’s always been done in the Lord’s service. I’m not going to simply murder you. I’ll do it if I have to, if you make me, but killing you now wouldn’t be inside God’s will. You’re one of His children. I may end up excommunicated from the Church, but that doesn’t mean I have to be excommunicated from God.”

      Daniel blinked, hardly able to believe what he was hearing. The man actually thought he was in God’s grace? He’d hunted and killed those like him—people his Church created—and yet somehow still believed his God loved him?

      Daniel laughed, a sharp thing. “Only a God as fucked as yours wouldn’t give you to hell.”

      The psychopath wasn’t provoked at such words, only kept staring straight forward. “Matthew 5:30. ‘And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that only one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.’ The Lord was telling us what we have to do to those with the sight. Perhaps I’ve enjoyed my job too much, but I cannot believe God would send me to hell for it.”

      “And what about my daughter, and me? The right hands?”

      “I don’t believe God would send you to hell for the sight. You simply can’t live in this world any longer, because you are an abomination to Him. Whether or not you two make it to heaven, that’s between you and Jesus.”

      “But your soul,” Daniel said, “even though you’ve killed any number of people, your soul is saved?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that a lot while you slept,” the psychopath said. “When I left the Vatican, I thought I might be sacrificing it, but I’m not so sure anymore. I’m not going to kill your daughter. I’m actually saving her from a heathen. If you don’t make me kill you, I think God might actually look at this positively.”

      Daniel leaned back in the seat and watched the sky outside, almost flabbergasted. He’d never spent so much time within the Catholic Church; these past couple of weeks, they’d shown him more than he ever wanted to see. A Pope as a politician. A psychopath as a Saint.

      “You all delude yourselves,” he said absently. “You all make up whatever you want in your minds, creating a narrative that lets you keep moving through the day.”

      “You don’t have a narrative?” the psychopath asked.

      “Maybe I do, but mine can at least fit in with reality.”

      “Mine can’t?”

      Daniel shook his head.

      “Romans 3. ‘For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God; being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is Christ Jesus.’”

      “I think it’s Matthew 7,” Daniel said. “Somewhere in there. ‘You will know them by their fruits. Do men gather grapes from thorn bushes or figs from thistles? Even so, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit.’” He looked to the front of the drone. “What kind of fruit have you borne?”

      “You know the Bible. That’s good. Do you know about Sodom and Gomorra?”

      Daniel said nothing; there was no need to.

      “God killed nearly everyone in those cities, because they were an affront to Him. And Lot’s wife? When she simply turned around to look at the city? A pillar of salt. God removes all of that which offends Him, and those with the sight are a part of that offense. I’ve done His will and nothing else.”

      Daniel could have kept speaking, but realized there was no use in it. The Bible was like statistics, you could make it fit whatever story you wanted to tell. In this psychopath’s, he was simply a sword of righteousness, swung by God.

      “I’m going to nap, I think. Ten more hours and we’ll be there,” the psychopath said.

      Daniel watched his seat recline, the psychopath remaining on his back with his eyes shut.

      The delusion of the faithful knew no limits.
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      There were faithful of all types in the world, falling under the banner of different belief systems. The arc of history was a curious thing, especially when it came to religions. Early on in human history, beliefs were primitive—if, indeed, they ever evolved beyond that. Basically, if you looked different, then you were most likely evil and should be killed. Perhaps in a horrendous fashion, as a sacrifice to the gods. There was no concept of foreign beliefs, only foreign people that could either be traded with, enslaved, or killed.

      Humanity, for better or worse, did change over time. Trade allowed different groups to communicate, and it became known that there were different beliefs, different gods. This didn’t do much to stop the violence—if anything, it led to a consolidation of beliefs, creating a few large ones, instead of many dispersed.

      And then, of course, humanity decided—as a general rule—that if you weren’t part of the accepted belief system, you had to die. The accepted belief system simply depended on where you were born, and wars raged over this rule. The Crusades killed hundreds of thousands of people. This type of religious violence continued on for centuries, until just before the Reformation.

      In an odd twist, humanity somehow moved away from religion. The majority of people grew tolerant of other beliefs, and those who didn’t were considered radicals. It wasn’t religion that mattered, but nations and economic systems. Humanity had traded the belief in one superstition for the belief in another without even knowing it.

      The Reformation occurred, changing everything—that 100 year war that led to more death than all other wars combined. Human zealotry grew obsessed with the imaginary lines drawn around geographic territories, and they nearly destroyed each other over those lines.

      Finally, or at least as far as history has allowed, humanity reached a mixture of their early and late ancestry. It rooted its faith in gods, but without letting their fear of the other cause mass destruction. There were, of course, multiple reasons for the second piece: a unifying language and culture, the threat of the Black looming in the background. Plus, there was the need to rebuild after the Black attempted Its coup of the universe.

      All of this history—tens of thousands of years—preceded Raylyn Brinson’s conversation with Manor Reinheld, though she was aware of almost none of it. She lived during a time of complete faith, but she had experienced something that her ancestors had as well.

      An opening of the mind.

      Raylyn had tried sitting in her room, returning to it after Manor finally finished talking. He’d spoken for an hour, perhaps even longer. Raylyn said nothing the entire time, only listening, trying to take it all in, but finding it harder with each passing minute.

      Her room had felt too cramped, so she ventured outside of Corinth’s Shrine—though, that might have been a misnomer. The Shrine was a city unto itself, enclosed within a single building that stretched deep into the Earth. Raylyn couldn’t leave the Shrine, but rather, she went to the platforms that encircled each floor.

      The platforms stretched out for a thousand feet, massive areas that had a circumference of five miles. It would take her longer than an hour to walk even one, but she paid no mind to that as she went outside.

      Others were outside as well, mainly refugees.

      Like me, she thought. Everyone here is a refugee of a destroyed city.

      Raylyn went to the edge of the platform and stared out into the sky. Transports were flying now, some showing designations as medical, others evacuation. Outside of the Shrine, massive amounts of work were occurring as the True Faith moved into action, almost frantically trying to rebuild what had been destroyed.

      People came and went daily from this place, and Raylyn had paid them no notice. For over a week, she’d been lost in her head, and for the first time …

      What? For the first time what? she asked herself, almost accusingly.

      She didn’t want to think these things at all. Part of her wished she had never gone back down to Manor’s cell, because she couldn’t stop considering his words.

      Raylyn looked far into the sky, and she could see—Corinthmeters away—the darkened SkyLight. Broken from the war, and the people living underneath it were cast into a darkness they’d never known.

      No one lives there anymore, she thought.

      Maybe not. Maybe they were all dead. Killed by the God who Manor loved as much as she loved Corinth.

      A debate began inside of Raylyn; it wasn’t a new argument, only new to her. A debate combined with a logical proof, all leading to something that Raylyn truly didn’t want to consider, but yet couldn’t stop moving toward it.

      How do you know what you believe is true? she asked herself.

      Because it is true.

      No, you believe it because you were taught it. What, innately, makes it true? Name one thing that shows its truth outside of True Faith doctrine.

      I’ve prayed to Corinth. I’ve had prayers answered, Raylyn thought.

      Prayers answered. And exactly what percentage of those answered prayers could have been luck? Perhaps only the flip of a coin? Have you ever had prayers not answered? No, that answer isn’t logically consistent, so give another example that shows your faith’s truth.

      I … I …—

      Exactly. I, I—that’s all you can say. When you get down to it, there isn’t anything that shows your faith is true—

      That, Raylyn interrupted, is why they call it faith!

      Fine. I’ll grant you that. Faith is what happens when proof no longer exists. Now, what is different between your faith and those that live in any other Ministry? Again, one example.

      Raylyn turned around and looked at the Shrine. She was far enough away from the building to understand its massiveness, yet close enough to understand how small she was in comparison. She saw it stretching both up and down, an engineering marvel of steel and glass. Beautiful.

      Look at it all you want, but I’m waiting on an answer, the stubborn part of her demanded.

      They don’t have this, Raylyn responded.

      Do you know how absolutely childish that sounds? Do other Ministries not have buildings dedicated to their gods? Does not the Old World have an entire city? The Vatican? And the Citadel inside The Constant? Please, Raylyn. Every religion to ever exist created objects for people to worship, all in the name of worshipping their deity. So, again, I ask that you give me one thing that makes the True Faith different from any other Ministry.

      Corinth said—

      No. No doctrine. Logic. That is what we’re using here. Doctrine is the handbook for the faithful, because the faithful have run out of proof to follow. Logic is our handbook, and it leads the logical to proof. Answer my question.

      Raylyn had never once thought she would reach this point. It was an impossibility, something reserved for evil people. The people that Raylyn had always chased, caught, detained, and eventually had put to death. This thinking was reserved for those that didn’t deserve Corinth’s love—the people she held in such disdain.

      Yet here you are, the stubborn part said, though there was no anger within its words.

      There was no need to argue anymore. The truth had been found. A new truth, one that lacked any of the True Faith’s comfort, but instead spread only abject terror.

      Perhaps the truth is frightening. Perhaps that’s why you hid from it for so long.

      And then the stubborn part rejoined Raylyn, knowing no more than she did. Fear filled her heart, mixing with a knowledge that said she could never go back. She felt the coin in her pocket; she’d kept it near her ever since receiving it.

      Raylyn reached into her pocket and touched it, running her fingers over its smooth edges. She turned back around and walked to the platform’s edge. She pulled the coin out and leaned against the fence. Raylyn didn’t stare at the sky this time, but instead looked at the coin’s dark red color. Corinth’s Blood. That which he sacrificed for the True Faith, and only those who sacrificed their own for Him could be bestowed this honor.

      She flipped it over. Despite being against her leg, it still felt cold.

      A piece of metal that the True Faith endowed with such significance.

      Raylyn let out a desperate laugh, shook her head, and then flipped it over the fence. She didn’t stay to watch it fall.
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* * *

      The First Priest hardly had time for what he was about to do, but all the same, he found he wasn’t able to stop himself. He had a High Priest who had lost his mind, a new weapon about to be unleashed on the world, a Ministry still on fire, and a Council forcing him to act quickly on all of the above—but yet, the First Priest found himself walking to Raylyn Brinson’s room.

      He hadn’t seen her since giving her Corinth’s Will, at least not in person. He’d kept brief tabs on her, noticing that she visited Manor Reinheld from time to time. He liked that she was doing that. It would make the end that much sweeter. The First Priest had actually hoped to stretch out their ruined love affair a bit longer, but all these other outside problems were forcing his hand now.

      He stood outside Brinson’s door for a second, looking in on her. She was watching something on the opposite wall though the First Priest couldn’t see it from this angle. She was neither smiling nor frowning; she actually looked at ease, and the First didn’t like that one bit. Out of everything he wanted for Raylyn Brinson, ease wasn’t on the list. Her lack of respect had caused this; if she’d remained the woman that first showed up at the First Council, none of this would be happening to her. Instead, she’d been weak, and let her own ego outshine Corinth.

      So, ease wasn’t in the cards for her, despite what she might be feeling right now.

      The First Priest pushed on the door—the staff rooms different than the prisoner cells—and walked inside.

      Brinson looked over to him, recognized him, and then stood up.

      “We give thanks,” she said, her eyes glancing to the floor.

      “We give thanks,” the First Priest repeated, his own eyes looking to the wall. “What are you watching?”

      He didn’t need an answer, though. It was obvious.

      She was looking at videos taught to the young. These were older versions, lacking new voiceovers and different scenes. They were most likely the videos shown to her when she was young. The First Priest vaguely remembered some of the titles, Corinth’s Love, Corinth’s War, Corinth’s Valor—all of them simple things without any nuance to them.

      The First Priest turned fully toward the wall.

      Louder, he told his nanotech.

      A male voice filled the room. “The rest of the world consisted of 92 countries, all of them uniting against Corinth. Our savior was still just a young man, and not yet aware—”

      Turn it down.

      The male voice died, but the First Priest kept looking at the wall. “Why are you watching these, Sister?”

      “It’s good to be reminded, your Holiness,” Brinson said.

      And did she sound different?

      Yes, the First Priest thought. Yes, I believe she does.

      For the last two weeks—and didn’t they feel like years?—Brinson had been almost disobedient in her obstinacy. Yet now, she sounded positively acquiescent. She sounded like the woman who first ventured into the Council’s chambers, barely able to form a sentence.

      “Yes,” the First said, turning away from the wall and looking at Brinson. “Yes, I suppose it is. I came to tell you something, and I imagine you will find it happy news, given the treachery Manor Reinheld performed against you and Corinth. Against the entire True Faith. His execution has been set for three days from now.”

      Brinson nodded but said nothing. Her face showed no emotion, certainly not the sadness the First Priest had hoped for.

      “Given the gravity of his crimes, we’re going to use ancient methods. The kind Corinth once used. He’ll be tossed from the top of the Shrine so that all can watch his fall.”

      “That is fitting, your Holiness,” Brinson said. “It’s a wise choice.”

      Her voice held none of the disrespect he’d sensed before. If he hadn’t seen the woman change over the past two weeks, he would have actually believed her sincerity.

      You don’t? he asked himself. What else could she be doing? It’s not like you’re dealing with a mastermind here.

      The First Priest looked at her for a few more seconds, considering. “Will you be in attendance?”

      “If it pleases the Council, I will be.”

      “I, unfortunately, won’t be able to attend, but I do think it will show your commitment to Corinth and the True Faith to be there. It would put many on the Council at ease, I’m sure. I don’t need to tell you how shocked we all were … at the way things turned out with you and he.”

      “No, your Holiness. I’m shocked too … still, I think. I’ll certainly be at the execution. Thank you for telling me personally, my First Priest.”

      He nodded, not liking this conversation one bit, but unable to do anything about it. He’d wanted a respite from the pressures mounting outside this room. He’d hoped coming here would hurt the woman some, and he could … feed? Yes, that word worked as well any other. The First Priest held no illusions about what he was doing. He wanted to feed off of her suffering, and then return to his duties. It was the suffering of the wicked, so what did it matter?

      Yet, she appeared to not be suffering at all. To actually be pleased with the First’s announcement.

      One more nod, and then the First Priest turned from the room.

      He would film the execution. Perhaps she would express her feelings there and he could watch it later.
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* * *

      The Pope didn’t know what to expect with this next meeting. It was completely unheard of, but … Well, he didn’t want to get ahead of himself, but he thought it was a good sign. He hoped … that maybe his prayers were being answered. Yule hadn’t heard from Daniel Sesam since their last meeting, but he knew the man would return. Daniel was as persistent as the Devil when it came to his daughter, but Yule still had nothing positive to tell him.

      He hoped—though hesitantly—that this meeting might give him something useful, something he could in turn give Daniel.

      The First Priest had called the meeting; the High Priest would not be in attendance.

      Yule didn’t know exactly what that meant, but he knew how his encounters with the High Priest had gone, and was hopeful that others may have had similar experiences. Perhaps the True Faith wasn’t completely a cult of personality, and that someone further down the ranks recognized the danger the man posed.

      Yule sat in front of the tarp, the lighting dimmed in his office. A few more minutes passed, then three faces filled the screen. Yule knew two of them. The First Priest was the stranger, though his lack of hair gave him an eerie resemblance to the High Priest. His face wasn’t as flabby and he lacked the thousand yard stare the High Priest possessed, but all the other True Faith trappings were present.

      The Pope could see nothing around the First Priest, only a white background.

      “We give thanks,” the First Priest said, his voice strong and his eyes lowering for a second before looking back up. “Thank you all for agreeing to meet with me. I’m sorry that it’s under circumstances less than ideal, and I’m sorry that the True Faith’s High Priest can’t be in attendance … However, that is why I called this meeting.”

      He paused, giving the others a chance to talk, but everyone was silent.

      Yule thought he saw hesitancy in the man—the First Priest having expected the three of them to say something, but now feeling the weight of their offices with their silence. Inside the True Faith, he might be something important, but in the rest of the world, he wasn’t even a thought.

      “I would not be coming to you if this wasn’t the gravest of problems the True Faith faces, as well as your own Ministries.”

      “Get on with it,” the Constant’s Most Revered Representative, Benten, said.

      Yule watched silently and saw a flare of indignation shoot across the First Priest’s face, though it died quickly.

      “Our High Priest is not mentally fit to remain in power,” he said.

      “What’s that got to do with us?” Benten continued.

      The sharks are here, Yule thought. A lesser representative, and they’re going to eat him alive.

      “I’m unsure what you all are aware of,” the First said, “but the High Priest has a young lady from the Old World in his possession. This young lady … she has the same powers as the weapon, and the High Priest is creating an untenable situation.”

      “What is it?” Trinant One asked.

      “He’s building something that will supposedly allow the Black to see her. A beacon. He wants to connect the Black to her.”

      A deep hush fell over the other three, their sharp teeth no longer trying to snap at the First Priest—his news causing everyone to overlook his lesser status.

      “What will happen to the girl?” Yule asked, his mind automatically channeling what would be Daniel’s first question.

      “That’s what worries us,” the First Priest said. “We believe that if the young lady is put in such a situation, in front of the Black, that the power she wields will … become unmanageable. By her. By us. By anything. We’re afraid that she might wipe out large portions of the Earth’s population.”

      “Yule, this is your woman? The one the High was talking about before?” Trinant asked him.

      The Pope nodded.

      “How did he get her?” Benten said, though whether his question was aimed at the First Priest or the Pope, Yule couldn’t tell.

      “We believe he sent someone to the Old World to capture her,” Yule said. “We’ve been trying to locate her ever since.” He turned his attention to the First Priest. “Is it possible, what you’re saying he is attempting to do? Can he actually connect her?”

      “Yes, it’s possible, though we don’t believe that’s the greatest threat—”

      “The Black connecting with another weapon isn’t the greatest threat?” Trinant interrupted.

      The First Priest was quiet for a second—Yule thought him barely holding onto his composure.

      “We believe that the Black already knows of her existence. The real threat is what she will do if forced in front of the Black. What happens might not even be within her control. She might simply react.”

      “Where is the High Priest?” Yule asked.

      The First paused for a second, and Yule knew why. Out of everyone here, only the two of them knew the High’s location—and it wasn’t somewhere he should be.

      “The One Path Ministry.”

      “What?” Trinant asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s true,” Yule said.

      Trinant was silent for a second, her lips thin, but understanding spreading across her face. The final battle with the weapon had occurred within her Ministry, yet she hadn’t been there. Yule didn’t know where she’d been, but when the weapon arrived within her purview, others fought the battle for her. She hadn’t even asked questions when it happened, only done the same as the rest of them—started the task of rebuilding her Ministry. The weapon was dead and people were suffering; that’s where her attention was focused; perhaps one day she would have gotten around to asking questions about what actually happened.

      Perhaps one day, but Yule saw that she hadn’t thought today would be that day.

      “How long?”

      It was the only question she could manage to get out.

      “We’re not sure,” the First Priest said. “We weren’t aware until last week.”

      “Where?”

      “I’m sending his coordinates now.”

      Numbers ran over the top right of the screen. Yule glanced at them, but then turned back to Trinant. Her next thoughts would be crucial here. The threat the First Priest spoke of was real, he had no doubt about that, and everyone here was concerned primarily with eliminating it. Yule had to be concerned with that and also with ensuring Nicki’s safety. The One Path’s Minister most likely wouldn’t have the same objectives.

      “We’re going to send our Lawmen to get him,” she said.

      “Hold on, hold on,” Yule said. “Let’s discuss this a bit more; it’s not as simple as arresting someone who immigrated illegally. There’s a lot more to consider here.”

      “Like what?”

      “For one, what the First Priest just told us. We need to understand how close the High Priest is to achieving this goal. If he sees you coming, will he turn this device on? What about the girl? What happens to her when you get her? Of course, the Old World wants her back, and I want to make sure that her safety is second only to—”

      “Enough,” Trinant said. “We’re going to arrest him, and then we’ll determine the rest.”

      “I agree with the Pope,” Benten said. “We shouldn’t rush this. There’s too much at stake.”

      The First Priest was silent during all of this, but Yule finally looked to him. “How close is he to accomplishing this?”

      “We’re not completely sure,” the First Priest said. “There are certain … political situations that keep us from knowing for certain. We believe he’s getting closer, though.”

      “None of this matters. He’s within the One Path’s territory, and that means we decide when to act.”

      “It’s bigger than you, Trinant,” Benten said.

      “First Priest,” Yule said, trying to ignore the argument and territorial pronouncements by Trinant, “do you have some kind of plan for dealing with your High Priest?”

      “Yes, we have some ideas, though I’m not sure how appealing they will be given the current conversation.”

      “Let’s hear them,” Yule said.

      “I’m the only person who has seen the High Priest in years, outside of the people he’s called to build this new machine. The protocol for speaking with him uses nanotechnology, so there is never any reason that anyone should venture to see him. I think that I might be able to set up a meeting with him however, where I actually visit him. Using that as a cover, we believe that’s the best way to disarm him.”

      “And then what? What’s your plan once you’re there?” Benten asked.

      “That’s why I’ve come to you four. Once I’m inside, we’ll need help in order to disarm both his creation, as well as him.”

      Yule didn’t like that, as well as him. “What do you mean, disarming him? He’s an old man, how much help would you need?”

      “The High Priest has certain acolytes at his disposal. We’ve received reports that he’s been calling them to him.”

      “How many?” Trinant asked.

      “Almost all of them, we think.”
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      “How close are we to completion?” the High Priest asked.

      The person in front of the High Priest looked closer to a boy than a man, though the High Priest wasn’t watching him. The High had seen him when he entered, but then turned back around to stare at his wall.

      “We’re 80% of the way done, Most Holy,” the man said.

      “How much longer?”

      “Maybe two days, Most Holy.”

      “Is it going to work?” the High Priest asked.

      “There isn’t …,” the man trailed off, the High Priest supposing he was ensuring the accuracy of his words. “Given the parameters of what is being asked, Most Holy, I believe it should work. I must say, though, that there isn’t actually any method in which we can test it. We could turn it on and simply nothing happens.”

      The High Priest thought about asking them how they had done it, but decided he didn’t care. He’d told them their objective, and however they did it was their business. It’s not like he would understand the technicalities anyway.

      He remained still, the man standing behind him. Neither spoke for a time, and then the High Priest finally said, “How are the barracks beneath us coming along? Are the beds set up?”

      “They’re completed, Most Holy.”

      “And our guests, are they having any trouble arriving?”

      “Not so far, your Holiness. No transports have been intercepted.”

      “That’s good,” the High Priest said. “ … That’s good.”

      Another five minutes passed in silence. The High Priest heard slight movements behind him, though the man made no effort to actually leave the room.

      Some decision made inside his mind, the High Priest said, “You can go.”

      “Thank you, Most Holy.”

      The man fled the room, leaving the High Priest alone. He continued sitting for a time. He had called the Disciples to him, basing that decision more off instinct than anything else, but the High Priest now knew his instinct had been correct.

      A message had been sent from his home to the First Council. A message not sent by him.

      The High Priest was alerted to this message a few hours earlier. He’d already played it once, but sitting here alone, his eyes shot it out again.

      He listened to the young man’s words, explaining his fear of what was happening—how their work here went against Corinth’s Proclamations. The young man acted as if he was serving Corinth, while the High Priest wasn’t, and certainly everyone who received such a message would be more than concerned.

      Yet, the First Priest hadn’t contacted the High. No one in the First Council had. The High Priest didn’t know what that meant, but additional messages had come and gone from within his home since. Messages not sent by him, nor directed to him. They all circled in on the young man, though they were heavily encrypted. The High Priest couldn’t understand them, but … he didn’t really need to. His assumptions had been right. Corinth had been right.

      They were coming for him.

      Which meant they were coming for Corinth’s grand plan.

      Bring me the young man, the High Priest commanded through his nanotech.

      Minutes passed and the High Priest sat alone in silence. His thoughts of Nicki Sesam didn’t prevail upon his mind as they had when first arriving here, and he hated that it was so. He hated that people were pulling him away from her, situations demanding his attention elsewhere.

      The door to his room opened and the young man walked in.

      The High Priest slowly turned around. He saw someone nervous standing in front of him, perhaps bordering on panic. A Disciple stood behind him, just inside the door.

      “What is your name?” the High Priest asked.

      “Wilyan Vissel, your Holiness.”

      “So you do know who I am,” the High Priest said.

      The young man clearly didn’t know how to respond.

      “I wasn’t sure you did, given what you’ve been doing.”

      Wilyan Vissel’s mouth dropped open; it looked like he was trying to talk, continuing to open and close his mouth, though no words came out.

      “There is no sense in lying. It will only waste time and that is something I don’t want to do right now. I’m going to ask you a few questions, and I want you to answer them truthfully. Do you understand?”

      Wilyan didn’t move at all—even his mouth froze. The High Priest didn’t really need anything from the young man. The Disciple behind him would find out the truth if he lied here.

      “What did the messages that were sent back to you say?”

      “I … I …,” and then finally, “What messages?”

      The High Priest stared on silently, seconds turning into minutes. Wilyan Vissel looked like he might attempt fleeing, but he managed to remain still, though he had to shove his hands into his pockets.

      “I will give you one more chance to answer me, Wilyan. What did the messages say?”

      He swallowed and his eyes broke from the High Priest, looking to the window on his right. Perhaps he was thinking he should fling himself out of it; the High Priest wasn’t concerned, the Disciple behind him would make sure it didn’t happen.

      Wilyan looked back to the Priest. Tears were in his eyes now, brimming just behind his eyelids. “They asked me about the woman that’s here. They asked me about what we’re building.”

      “You told them the truth?”

      The young man nodded, a tear falling fat down his cheek. “As much as I knew.”

      “The man behind you,” the High Priest said, motioning with his head at the Disciple, “he’s going to ask you to tell him exactly what your messages sent. You’re going to tell him everything; do you understand?”

      Wilyan nodded.

      The High Priest turned back around. Wilyan Vissel made no other noises as he exited, because the Disciple ensured he couldn’t.

      The Disciple’s nanotech would relay to the High Priest what he wanted to know, and then Wilyan Vessel would meet an end commensurate with his crime. The High would leave that up to the Disciple.

      For the moment, he had other things he needed to understand.

      Come to me, he commanded.

      Minutes passed, but much less than before, and a Disciple entered his room. He looked the exact same as the last one to enter, but that would be the case for any Disciple. They looked the same. They acted the same. They were the same, interchangeable from one to the next, and all content in their service of Corinth.

      “People are coming here,” the High Priest said without turning around. He cared little for what the Disciple felt or thought. He knew they did have feelings, that they were a lot like humans—but the High Priest would never come to think of them as humans. “They’ll want to stop the work being conducted here. Whatever happens, this work cannot be stopped.”

      “I understand, my High Priest.”

      “You will need to make preparations.”

      “It will be done, my High Priest.”

      The High Priest remained quiet for a while. Eventually the Disciple took his cue and left the room. Slowly, the sun outside dropped and the moon took its place. The High Priest stood and walked outside of his room. He saw the blue lit machine standing just down the hall, two people working on it and Nicki Sesam hanging in the middle.

      Once seeing the Priest, the two stood to leave as they did each time he ventured outside.

      “No,” the High said. “You on the left, I’d like you to stay.”

      The person on the right looked over at the other for a second, then walked off without a word. The High Priest didn’t even look at them as they walked away. His eyes were only on Nicki Sesam.

      The High Priest walked down the hallway until he stood just outside the blue box. The worker stood inside it, a few feet from Nicki Sesam’s suspended figure.

      “How long has she been like this?” he asked.

      “A little less than 24 hours, your Holiness.”

      “You can see her brain activity, right?”

      The worker nodded. The High Priest saw nothing of the terror resting across her body like an item of clothing. His attention was fully focused on Nicki Sesam.

      “Please tell me what is happening to her.”

      Nicki Sesam had been lucid for a few hours, and the High Priest had spoken to her. Not at length, though he had spent a lot of time by her side. He’d sat just outside the blue box and stared at her. After a time, he had retired to his bedroom, and when he came again, she was gone.

      “Her brain is showing high activity in both the frontal cortex and the amygdala.”

      The High Priest nodded. “And that’s what we think is to happen when she’s in contact with the Black.”

      “Yes, Most Holy. That’s our assumption.”

      “Is she in contact with It now?”

      “There … There isn’t any way to tell yet. The machine isn’t operational.”

      He nodded. “But once it is operational, we’ll be able to see what she’s thinking, correct?”

      “Yes, Most Holy. That’s the assumption we’re building this under. We’re doing our best to replicate nanoparticles.”

      “Good, good,” the High Priest said absently.

      Time passed in the way that it did around the High Priest, no one moving, no one talking. The worker looked at her shoes, clearly unsure what to do, but not daring to move.

      “You can leave us,” the High Priest finally said. The worker scurried away and the High Priest stepped inside the box.

      The world thought the war had ended a week ago, as had the High Priest … originally. It wasn’t over yet, though, because now the True Faith was rebelling against Corinth’s will. There would be another war, and probably sooner rather than later. A war for this woman, and thus for control of the world.

      The High Priest stepped closer, so that Nicki Sesam hung directly in front of him.

      He needed to do Corinth’s bidding, and after, she was promised to him. That brain. That special, special brain. The High Priest would go to war, and he would defeat his reckless underlings; then he would be together with her forever, without interruption.
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* * *

      The First Priest sat in the black box, waiting for the High Priest’s arrival. He wondered if this would be the last time he had to sit in here, cramped and unable to see a thing.

      His hands were sweating even though he took precautions before entering. He’d made sure—completely so—that no drones were floating above him, doing their best to interpret his thoughts. His mind was kept from the High Priest, and yet …

      The High had called the Disciples to him.

      That wasn’t a good sign. The Priest had thought about it for hours, and he came up with two possible reasons, favoring the first.

      Due to the High’s machinations, he was concerned about the Unformed and calling the Disciples for protection.

      And the second, which the First hoped wasn’t the case: the High Priest understood how the rest of the True Faith would view his actions, and the Disciples were indeed for protection—against Priests.

      The First couldn’t come out and ask … though to say nothing about them leaving the True Faith would be just as disastrous. The only positive thing the First Priest had going for him was the Council’s backing, and that did give him a serious advantage.

      And yet, sitting in this black box, he felt fear. The High Priest was no one to trifle with, nor underestimate, regardless how much power the First had on his side.

      Time ticked by, stretching out at least as long as any other time he’d hailed the High. That wasn’t a good sign either. It could mean any number of things, but the First Priest did his best to keep his mind from chasing them all down.

      Eventually, hours and hours after first entering, the First Priest finally felt the High’s arrival.

      Green pixels filled the space in front of him, the High’s face prominent. Usually the First saw his whole body, and the High Priest was busy looking at something else, or simply staring into space.

      Not now.

      The High looked directly at him.

      “We give thanks,” the High said not dropping his eyes at all, but keeping them leveled at the First.

      “We give thanks.” The First did glance down, not daring to break custom.

      “How are you, my First Priest? I trust things are going well with the rebuilding of Corinth’s empire.”

      The First had thought long and hard about how this conversation would go. The result he wanted wouldn’t be easy to achieve: an invitation to the High Priest’s home. Yet, the First now understood that one way or another, he was going to it. The High could invite him, or he could simply show up, an army behind him. He preferred the invite, because he really wanted the girl. The army would make that much less likely.

      “I’m well, Most Holy, though in complete honesty, the First Council is growing somewhat concerned.”

      “Why?”

      The First Priest paused, mimicking how he would have acted if the matter wasn’t already settled. “The Disciples. You’ve called them all to you. We don’t understand why.”

      “Is that all?” the High asked.

      So, he knew. The First had wondered what type of games they would play here; would they act as if no message had been sent?

      “No, Most Holy,” the First said, making a snap decision to tell the truth—or at least part of it. “We received a message from one of the True Faith members working for you.”

      “You did?” the High Priest said, his face showing no emotion. “What did they say?”

      “That you were building something which might be … dangerous.”

      The High Priest didn’t so much as nod. He said nothing, apparently waiting on the First to speak again.

      “The Council has asked me to check-in with you. To make sure that everything is okay.”

      “Is this the type of check-in they’re meaning?”

      The First Priest shook his head. “No.”

      “I serve at Corinth’s desire,” the High said. He didn’t blink. Nothing besides his chubby lips and chin moved. “And Corinth’s desire is seen through multiple channels, one being the First Council. If it wishes to check-in by sending you here, then by all means, come, my First Priest.”

      Could it be that easy? The First didn’t think so. Nothing had ever been easy with this man, especially not since breaking a Proclamation.

      “I can be there in two days, Most Holy. I’d like to get this nonsense over with quickly, so that I can get back to Corinth’s work here.”

      “That sounds perfect,” the High Priest said.

      Silence fell across the black box and the First recognized that the High would not end it. He would sit there staring forever—until the Black returned and they all burned alive—if the First didn’t leave.

      “I will see you soon, my High Priest,” he said, his throat cracking at the end.

      The High said nothing, leaving the First alone with the memory of his cracking voice and fear growing in his stomach. It made no sense, for him to be afraid of this man, given the power he would bring with him. The High might actually think this just a check-in, a bit out of routine, but nothing besides one Priest inspecting another.

      The First would arrive with enough ships to kill everyone in that place five times over.

      He has Disciples, a voice from deep inside said. And anyone you bring with you? They will have nanotech in their bodies. And he has Disciples.

      The black box suddenly felt very cold and the First Priest left it quickly.
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* * *

      There are things to see, the voice had told Nicki.

      Who are you? she had asked.

      The question doesn’t fit, and it’s unimportant. There are things for you to see, and time is short. Come.

      Nicki had gone, the world around her fading away. She thought she would end up back in that black space, but instead, she saw a room that looked a lot like the one she’d just left. When she’d been in the black space, there’d been no body accompanying her. It was simply her mind that occupied the area.

      Here, though, in this room, she saw herself. It reminded her of the motel, when she’d been forced to travel from Ministry to Ministry. She was in her body now, capable of moving.

      Nicki looked around the room, stunned.

      A brief and bright panic rose in her chest, almost screaming: RUN!

      The room was full of …

      Her kidnapper. It didn’t seem possible—and probably it wasn’t, this being some hallucination—but she saw what she saw.

      Nicki backed up slowly, hoping not to be seen, until her foot hit the wall behind her.

      I told you that it wasn’t over, and it isn’t. The Unformed is not finished.

      The what? Nicki asked, hardly focusing on the voice speaking to her. She could think of nothing else besides the hundreds of people walking around in front of her. All of them the same. Their faces. Their hair. Their eye color. Their very mannerisms. It was all the same.

      The Black. It’s not finished, the voice said as if nothing at all was happening inside the room. Another war is coming, and this time it’s going to focus on you.

      I don’t understand, Nicki said. Her hands tried to grip the wall behind her, the panic inside her growing. No one was looking at her, though. No one appeared to see her at all.

      These people, they’re gearing up for war. There are others, elsewhere, all of them readying themselves to come here and kill you.

      Nicki closed her eyes. Survive, she thought. Whatever this is, just keep surviving it.

      Who are you? she asked. How are you talking to me? Why are you talking to me?

      None of those questions matter. What matters is that you understand what is coming.

      And what am I supposed to do? Nicki asked.

      It’s still there, the voice said.

      What?

      No answer came, but Nicki didn’t need one. She felt that gray light inside her, somewhere deep and almost untouchable. But still there.

      No, she said. I’m not using it. That’s the Black. That’s one thing I won’t use.

      These people here, the voice said, talking about the clones walking to and fro, working at some task Nicki couldn’t begin to understand, they’re preparing to force you into a situation you won’t be able to handle—

      How do you know? Nicki interrupted. How do you know any of this?

      It isn’t important. None of these questions matter, the voice said, the last word resembling the blast Nicki had felt in that blackness—a raw strength behind it. The voice didn’t scream, but Nicki understood the meaning: stop asking questions and listen. You’re going to be thrust into a situation that few people on Earth can handle. Perhaps none. Especially if It doesn’t want you there. Everyone here, they’re all creating that situation right now.

      What will happen? Nicki asked, finally focusing some on what the voice was telling her.

      You’ll die, or get as close to death as possible without your body actually passing on. Your mind, your personality, none of it will exist after.

      What do I do? Nicki asked.

      Come, the voice said.

      The room faded away and Nicki found herself in the sky. She didn’t know where exactly, but she thought it was a great distance from the last place she’d been. As her body floated in the air, she thought, This must have been what he felt like. The weapon.

      Pay attention, the voice snapped.

      Nicki’s eyes focused on the world around her, seeing a giant ball in the distance.

      Is that…, she asked as her voice trailed off. She was searching for the word, the name of the building, but it seemed lost to her. She had learned it a long time ago, but now her mind couldn’t recall it.

      The Globe of One, the voice said. That’s it.

      The orb wasn’t simply huge; it was large in a way that Nicki hadn’t seen before. Smaller orbs circled around it, like planets orbiting a sun, but they were minuscule in comparison. Nicki understood in some back crevice of her mind that this was the One Path’s version of Vatican City. The beauty of it, though, was stunning, and she found herself barely able to think.

      It doesn’t matter what they built. Watch.

      Tiny doors opened in a circle around the top of the globe. Seconds passed with nothing else happening, and then Nicki watched as ships started flying lazily from the open doors. None shot out, but rather cruised forward, one after another.

      Ten, eleven, twelve … they kept coming from each of the open doors.

      How many are there? Nicki asked.

      Enough.

      And then Nicki watched as they flickered out of existence, as if they’d been only images projected onto the sky.

      Where did they go?

      They’re still there, the voice said. They’re like the ships that killed the Prophet. They can’t be seen, but they’re all still flying. Toward you.

      Why? Nicki asked.

      To kill you. Come.

      The sky disappeared and was replaced by the world that existed underground. Nicki had seen it before, when she watched the dark man fight that armada. She wasn’t at the same place, but rather another building that made the first one look practically nonexistent in comparison. Nicki stood on a platform at the very bottom of it. She twisted her neck to look up, seeing the structure stretch and stretch as if forever.

      Look, the voice said. Down.

      Nicki turned, and just beyond the platform she saw other ships flying away from the building. Nicki jogged to the edge of the platform and looked over the railing.

      How many? she wondered, and then thought … hundreds.

      All of them were flying from some unseen opening beneath Nicki, but the line of ships was tilting upward, heading toward the Earth’s surface.

      They’re coming for you too, the voice said. They won’t kill you immediately, but they will take you, and then experiment on you until you die.

      Why? Nicki asked. Why do they all want me? Because of the sight?

      The same reason all humans want a god. They think they will find answers in you.

      I don’t have any answers, Nicki said. I don’t know a goddamn thing about what’s happening to me. All I want to do is live, just go back to my life that I used to have and live.

      It doesn’t matter what you want anymore, the unseen voice responded. It doesn’t matter what they want either. You’ve been placed in a position that is beyond both you and them.

      I don’t understand, Nicki said, refusing to cry. She wasn’t going back to that lost child; and, even so, real fear resided deep in her chest.

      It’s not over, the voice told her. It’s not nearly over, and you have to survive until the end. That is the only thing you have to do for right now.

      Survive, Nicki repeated. … How? What am I supposed to do against all this?

      You still feel it inside you. When the time comes, you must use that to free yourself.

      How?

      It’ll be as natural as breathing, the voice said. You will hardly be able to help it.

      And then what? Nicki asked.

      The ships continued floating upward, starting their trip of thousands of miles to reach her. None having any idea that she watched them, brought by some unseen ghost to witness their beginning.

      You survive. That’s the only thing that matters. Kill as many as you need, but you survive.
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      Raylyn wasn’t sure what was happening inside the Shrine, but she understood something was definitely going on. Movement inside the building had increased tenfold, and for a few moments, Raylyn thought about going to the First Priest and asking him what was happening.

      The thought ended quickly, though. There was no more going to that man for anything, ever again. Soon, Raylyn wouldn’t be able to go to any Priest for anything, ever again.

      Raylyn walked around the Shrine’s hallways slowly, trying to gain some measure of understanding as to what was happening around her. People moving quickly, everyone in a rush, both Priests and Priestesses. Even the staff seemed to be in on it.

      Raylyn resisted using her nanotech to try and understand; she doubted she was being monitored anymore. If a drone had been flying above her, then she’d be scheduled for execution just like Manor. Still, not being actively monitored didn’t mean she should use her nanotech to start looking into things. There most likely was a heightened watch on any commands stemming from her, at least inside the Shrine. The First Priest didn’t trust her and Raylyn understood that was her fault. She had loved Corinth, and so the disrespect she’d shown the First Priest hadn’t really mattered. In the end, the only judgment she had feared was Corinth’s.

      Now, Raylyn was quickly coming to understand that the real judgment to be concerned with came from the First Priest’s mouth.

      Walking the hallways, Raylyn thought the center of this movement was actually occurring at the Shrine’s bottom. She’d stepped outside and saw that the last five platforms were clear, meaning that people were prohibited from going on them. Rarely, if ever, was an entire platform free of people. Yet, those five were.

      Raylyn didn’t venture down, but rather, she went upstairs. The higher she went, the less people she saw, until she ended up at the highest level she could attain—and hardly witnessed a single person.

      It was there, alone and at the top of the Shrine, that she saw what had been happening.

      She caught them out of the corner of her eye first; ships flying into the sky. They looked small from this distance, but Raylyn had stood on transports like them and knew they were anything but that. She moved to the large window lining the hallway and watched. At some point, another lone stranger walked into the hallway—seeing the ships for the first time—and stood 10 feet down the hall to watch as well.

      “What is it?” the stranger, a woman, asked.

      “It’s war,” Raylyn said without even thinking. There could be nothing else that many ships were for. No prisoner transfer, no diplomatic envoy. Those were war ships and they were heading up, toward the surface, where they would venture outside to kill.

      “The war is over,” the woman said. “The weapon is dead.”

      The second part was true. The first obviously wasn’t.

      War.

      Why? At this point? Were they attacking another Ministry, using the weakness found across the world to gain a stronger foothold?

      Raylyn had no answers and the path to them was cut off from her now.

      I, unfortunately, won’t be able to attend, but I do think it will show your commitment to Corinth and the True Faith to be there.

      That’s what the First Priest had told her. He wouldn’t be at Manor’s execution. This was why, these ships and this new war.

      Okay, she thought. This is better than what you figured. You might not die now.

      Might not, but probably will, that stubborn part said.

      She wouldn’t deny its truth. Now that she understood what was happening, there was a lot more to be done. Perhaps too much. Still, this was good news. The First Priest gone, and perhaps half the True Faith’s remaining armed forces. There would be an execution, but it wouldn’t be nearly as heavily guarded.

      Raylyn made her way back downstairs, past her own floor, and to the one where the prisoners were being held. She didn’t go to Manor’s cell, though.

      This is insane, her stubborn side said. For the last time, this is insane.

      Raylyn had spent the last night arguing with this newly formed part of herself. The part that seemed to arise with Manor’s telling of his life. It wasn’t going away, and it refused to agree with anything she wanted.

      Yet, it kept telling her the truth, because this was stupid. Suicidally so.

      Raylyn had made up her mind, though, and it didn’t matter what her stubborn half said. She’d sat in that room yesterday and said your Holiness, and my First Priest, and we give thanks. She said these things and cast her eyes down at the proper moments, all of it making herself subservient to a … to a man. Nothing else. Not a Priest. Not a keeper of knowledge. Not a person with sacred connections to gods. She’d made herself subservient to a man, and that was for the last time.

      Raylyn knew the First Priest had kept the two prisoners they brought back, both of them servants of the Black. Raylyn knew nothing about Rhett Scoble, and she knew little about Rebecca Hollowborne, but she knew that the woman had turned her brother in. Had, apparently, possessed the knowledge of how to save him at the end, and yet did nothing with it. The woman killed her brother, if not with her hand, then her mind … and yet, Raylyn knew Rebecca Hollowborne held no love for Corinth at all. It wasn’t simply odd, but paradoxical.

      Raylyn might set off alarms among the Priest class by showing up at Hollowborne’s cell, but the ships outside made her think the chances were low. She wasn’t sure how much the actual Council cared about her, but was coming to think she might be a pet project for the First Priest.

      And he couldn’t attend Manor’s execution, after all. He would be gone.

      She’d expected a Disciple at the door, but instead, she simply saw an assistant.

      Show identification, she told her nanotech.

      “I need entrance,” Raylyn said aloud.

      The assistant stood up, his nanotech registering Raylyn’s priority.

      “This prisoner is off limits to all personnel,” the assistant said. He swallowed at the end of his sentence though, obviously not liking the position he was now in. Raylyn’s nanotech registered his quickly, immediately understanding how much higher her position was than his.

      That’s what happens when you start a new war. Only the low are left to protect home.

      “I’m entering whether you like it or not. Why don’t you go ahead and check the public registry about my name. I served with honor in the last war against the Black, and received Corinth’s Will because of it. You’re going to let me in, and after, you can feel free to go to the Council and see if they gave me permission.”

      Raylyn stared at him as if he were a suspect the Prevention Division had chased down. She brooked neither dissent nor argument. There was only her will, ironclad, and with Corinth’s blessing.

      She saw the hesitation in the man’s face, but knew she’d won. He was checking her name and seeing the public pronouncement of what she’d received. He knew her name now, recognized it as almost anyone who heard it would. Raylyn, face unknown, had become a famous name when the Council revealed the coin they gave her.

      “Oh-Okay,” he stuttered.

      Raylyn had access to Manor’s cell, her own nanotech able to open that door, but not here. She needed the assistant.

      His eyes lit green, and the wall to her left flickered away, the sound similar to running water filling her ears as it did.

      Raylyn remained still, keeping her eyes on the assistant. “This is a private conversation about things you’re not privy to. Walk away, and when we’re finished, I’ll summon you.”

      The assistant was already broken, and while he looked like he might try to protest, after a second he simply nodded. Raylyn watched him walk away and then turned to the open wall.

      Hollowborne stood next to a cot, her hands at her sides.

      Raylyn entered and the wall flickered closed behind her.

      “You remember me?” she asked.

      Hollowborne nodded.

      “Good. Sit down.” Raylyn waited until the woman sat and then moved to the stool in the middle of the room. She sensed her nanotech wouldn’t work in here, imagining that the First Priest had set it up so only his could operate inside. That was fine, it wasn’t nanotech she needed right now.

      The insanity her stubborn half kept speaking about began on the other side of the wall, with the assistant. But here is where it would really grow out of hand. Because now she was about to speak in a room that was being monitored, constantly, and if the First Priest heard it, there would be nowhere Raylyn could hide.

      But he’s not here, she thought. He’s off starting some new war.

      That doesn’t mean he won’t receive reports directly to his fucking nanotech, her stubborn side said.

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      Stupidity and ego were driving Raylyn, though if there were any difference between the two, she didn’t know. She had given her life to a belief that began with those silly videos—Corinth’s Love and other such nonsense—and now she was going to make a stand against it. A bold, insane stand that would most likely end in her own execution.

      But the First Priest wasn’t here, and so she was going forward.

      Raylyn looked at Hollowborne. She was thinner than when Raylyn apprehended her, even a mere week taking pounds off her frame. There’d been a hardness to her when Raylyn first saw her at the One Path’s Ministry, but the weight loss had turned it into an edge.

      “Do you know Manor Reinheld?” Raylyn asked.

      Hollowborne shook her head. No.

      Raylyn doubted either of the prisoners here knew him. His rank had been low, but perhaps that wouldn’t matter.

      “What made you do it?” she asked.

      Hollowborne closed her eyes and took in a large breath of air, then let out a long sigh. “Why do you care? Why does that matter to any of you?”

      “That’s not your concern. I want to know why you did it, and you’re going to tell me.”

      Eyes still closed, Hollowborne said, “You won’t understand.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Tell me.”

      “Because there is truth beyond David’s. There is truth beyond the Unformed.”

      “What’s that truth?”

      Hollowborne opened her eyes. “It’s not something that can be told. It has to be experienced.”

      “Then show me.”

      “I can’t,” Hollowborne said, her face not moving, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t have the ability.”

      Raylyn didn’t think the woman was lying, but it wasn’t good enough. She needed to be sure.

      “Is it because of Corinth?”

      Hollowborne’s eyes grew wide and she barked out a laugh. A harsh, surprised thing. “You’re kidding?”

      “Is it?”

      “No. Corinth had nothing to do with it.”

      Raylyn nodded. “The rest of those you served with. Rhett Scoble. What do you think about all of them?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you want them to die like you did your brother?”

      “I didn’t want him to die,” Hollowborne snapped, the first true emotion she’d shown. “There wasn’t any other choice. I don’t want those that followed him to die, either, and if I could stop it, I would. You and your kind are the ones killing them. Not me.”

      “What if we could save a couple?” Raylyn asked, knowing that single sentence could very possibly bring about her own death.

      Hollowborne’s head snapped back, her eyes narrowing. “What are you talking about?”

      “Exactly what I said. If you care about them, what if we could save them?”

      “This is a trick,” Hollowborne said.

      Raylyn shook her head, but remained silent.

      “Why? Why would you do that?”

      “Because maybe there is truth beyond Corinth, too.”
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* * *

      Rebecca remained in her cell after Raylyn Brinson left. She thought, with almost complete certainty, that the First Priest would return with torture instruments, ready to get to work on her—or better yet, perhaps showing her the instruments they would use on Rhett and Christine.

      There simply wasn’t any way that the woman had been telling the truth.

      Yet the slow minutes ticked into slow hours, and no one came to Rebecca’s room. No First Priest, nor anyone else. She was left alone, and the empty hours made her start thinking insane thoughts.

      She might actually get out of here, alive. Rhett and Christine, too. She didn’t know this Manor Reinheld, but if he’d followed David, then she would do whatever she could to help him as well. He’d been tricked, just like everyone else—including David. Reinheld didn’t deserve the fate the True Faith had planned for him.

      Rebecca was beginning to think they might all escape, and that was … dangerous. Because it couldn’t happen. Those in the True Faith didn’t give up their beliefs; no one in any ministry did. They all followed blindly until death, but this woman was saying it wasn’t the case for her.

      All Rebecca could do was wait and hope. Brinson said she’d return when it was time, and that Rebecca would need to be ready to act.

      “What about Rhett and Christine?” she’d asked.

      “I’ll handle it,” Brinson had told her.

      “When?”

      “A little less than 48 hours.”

      It was an eternity, despite the fact that Rebecca had passed so many hours in the exact same fashion. Before, she wanted to prolong the hours spent alone, because each one meant she wasn’t next to the First Priest. Now, though, there was hope on the other side of the long wait. Maybe.

      The First Priest came in the night, though not like Rebecca had expected.

      Her wall lit up, the one across from her cot, and the Priest’s face filled it.

      “We give thanks,” his voice boomed across the small cell.

      Rebecca had been drifting in and out of sleep, but she jolted up at the horrific sound.

      “Too loud?” the First asked, grinning a bit. “How about now?”

      His voice lowered with the second sentence, but Rebecca had already climbed into the corner of her cot and was leaning against the wall. She kept the blanket wrapped around her body, her mind racing. It was over. All the silly thoughts from earlier were nothing, mere distractions from the pain she and her former friends would now face. Because the First Priest knew, and he’d come to tell of his knowledge.

      “I’m sorry that I can’t be there in person. I have some other things taking my attention, but I didn’t want that to stop the progress we’re making. I think we might have someone else joining us soon, and your brother’s story could be very helpful when she arrives.”

      “What?” Rebecca asked, sure that this was a trick too. She knew who he was talking about: the woman that David had tried to kill.

      “Yes. With any luck Nicki Sesam will be joining our little cabal, but I’m not going to have much time to speak with you after tonight, so I thought we could finish the weapon’s story. At least the portion that occurred when he was a child.”

      “Now?” Rebecca said. Her pulse was slowing some, though her body still tingled from the adrenaline pulsing through it.

      “Yes, now,” the First Priest said.

      Rebecca blinked, finally coming to understand that he didn’t know. Or at least, if he did know, he wasn’t going to tell her right now. He wanted to hear about David.

      Rebecca closed her eyes, partly thankful and partly hating what came next. She didn’t want to think about her brother, nor speak of him, but as usual, there was no choice in the matter.

      “Where do you want me to start?” she asked, eyes still closed.

      “You two escaped. I think you told me everything useful there, but I want to hear about what happened when he met the Black. So, let’s go ahead and begin at that point.” The First Priest grinned again. “You awake enough? If not, I can up the volume again.”

      “I’m fine,” Rebecca said. She was seeing David’s face behind her closed eyelids. She missed her brother, and now she would have to talk about the part that changed everything. The part that put them on two courses destined to collide, though neither of them knew it at the time.
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* * *

      He was 14 years old.

      I would have been nine.

      We were basically street urchins. If the Unformed had been looking out for us when you killed our parents, and then again when we escaped, It certainly wasn’t for the few years after we left. We rarely had a roof over our heads. Most nights, we waited until it grew late, and then we’d try curling up on the bottom platform of some building.

      The days were harder, though. If we’d been above ground, it actually might have been easier. Of course, we’d have had the elements to deal with, but there would have been more places to hide. The True Faith isn’t built for the homeless, as the homeless use their feet for transportation. Where can anyone walk inside the True Faith? Sure, in major cities bridges connect buildings to buildings, but dirty, smelly kids are quickly noticed.

      And a dirty, smelly kid that didn’t have any nanotech in him, like David? Well, he would be noticed even quicker.

      I don’t know, maybe the Unformed was still molding David, even then. David’s rage and hate had been solidified in the True Faith’s orphanage. His time on the street, with me in tow, created a steel in him. I don’t know if it would have matched Veritros’s, but I know that he survived it all at only 14 years old, while also making sure that nothing happened to his little sister.

      Maybe everything was part of the Unformed’s plan.

      Days were mainly spent scurrying from building to building, looking for places to hide while constantly hunting for food. If our main focus was not getting caught, then a close second was ensuring we ate. That was it. That was our lives. Stay free, stay fed. We managed the first, but not always the second. The longest we went without food was three days, and that pushed David to a point I don’t think he would have reached otherwise.

      I don’t know if it was his own hunger, or seeing mine, but whichever it was, he left our hiding place with an anger I hadn’t seen in him before. I’d come to know it well later, but that might have been the very first time I saw it.

      It was as if he was mad at the world, because he saw the way it should be, yet it refused to conform. That day, he took the anger out on a fat man. I can’t remember what the fat man had been eating, but David walked across the platform as if the SkyLight wasn’t full bright and people weren’t standing all around. Shopping, talking, walking—a usual day without fear of such righteous anger.

      David went right up to the man and stopped in front of him. The fat guy barely saw him in time; he was concentrating so hard on the food in his hand. I hadn’t moved, but sat in one of the building’s deep nooks, looking out and knowing that in the next few moments, I’d be alone forever.

      David said something to the guy, and I still remember the man smiling. It was as if he thought the whole thing a joke. Whatever was in his hand, it was messy, and I remember grease dripping off it to the ground while he smiled. Calories going to waste, and David saw it too.

      David said something else, and the smile on the man’s face sank. It didn’t just disappear; it actually sank into his face as if it might not ever return.

      David spoke again, and the man’s hand started shaking, thus the food did too. The fat guy looked around to see if anyone else was seeing this, but no one took any notice. David kept his eyes only on the fat man’s. Finally, stupefied and scared, he handed the food over.

      David stared at him for a few more moments, and to me, it seemed like he was cementing something with the man. Somehow saying, if you get me in trouble for this, I’ll kill you.

      He walked back at the same pace he’d left with, and it wasn’t until he got to the nook that the anger faded.

      “Let’s go,” he’d said.

      “What did you say?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We have to leave.”

      We bolted and didn’t end up eating for another half hour. That was the first time I saw the man David would become, even if I didn’t know it. He would turn into a leader who ruled with both rage and care—though his care for the people he loved often drove the rage he showed them.

      I’m getting to it … I keep telling you, none of this will make sense if you don’t see it as I did.

      We spent two years like that before the Unformed’s arrival.

      That’s what it felt like, an arrival. Not a visit. Not a message. An arrival, because It never left.

      Veritros, I think, experienced it differently. I don’t know about Abby. If the Unformed made a mistake anywhere, it was in Its arrival. David could have died right then, ending everything. To the Unformed, years are like seconds, but Its time is running out, and It knows that. So the years spent grooming David, ensuring he would be the Prophet—they counted, and the Unformed would have had to start all over. If It could at all. I don’t understand how It chooses, so perhaps David was the only soul available.

      Either way, the Unformed nearly fucked everything up before it began.

      The older David grew, the more adept he became at theft. He let me help when he needed it, but he usually tried to keep me out of danger.

      That day, it couldn’t be helped. I had to participate.

      Remember, we didn’t steal currency. When we absolutely had to, we’d steal clothes. Clothing was important, but mainly because it created opportunities for us to steal what we really wanted: food.

      I still remember the food stand. The man who owned it was older, and that influenced David’s choice for obvious reasons. The stand was relatively large, and the old man rotated it between ten different platforms in a single city. David had scouted him for days. Our food scores were bigger now, and while it created more danger in the moment, it also kept us from having to steal every damned day.

      David’s plan revolved around the man’s food preparation. He did food prep each day before he started selling. Bread and cheese were the main ingredients, but he had some vegetables too. A little bit of meat. The man rose early, before the SkyLight brightened, and so David did too while scouting him. The stand was big enough for the man to live inside—combining it as his place of work and home. The front was the restaurant; people walked inside, ordered, then took their food to go. There was a small bedroom and a kitchen in the back.

      David wanted to get him during the prep. The world still slept, and if we did it right, we could knock the old man unconscious so that by the time he did wake up, we’d be long gone. Just take the loot and go.

      He needed me because of the amount of food; he couldn’t possibly carry it all himself.

      The morning of, we woke up early—long before the old man—and went to the food stand. It was an old thing, made of metal. It looked well kept enough, but you could tell he wasn’t going to spend money upgrading it.

      David said that each morning, as soon as the old man got up, he came outside and did 15 laps around the stand for his morning exercise. We were waiting for him. David subdued him easily, even at 14. He wasn’t big, but he’d been doing it for years and become both strong and efficient. Most people want to wrestle when they get into an altercation. David wasn’t doing any of that. He disabled people, and that’s what he did with the old man. A light punch to the throat had him gagging and kept him from screaming. A harder slug in his stomach took all the air completely out of him, hunching him over. David grabbed him by the back of the neck and walked him into the stand without saying a word. I trailed behind, closing the door as we went in. I remember peering out into the night air, thinking how easily we’d done it. I thought he was a genius, David, because no one had seen a thing, and it only took a few seconds to finish the whole endeavor.

      Now, it’s funny that I thought it was finished. All we had to do was load up the food in our bags and get out. Nothing to it.

      I was living in a world before the Unformed, and that meant I didn’t understand anything. Nothing was finished. We were both about to get ourselves killed.

      David hustled the man into the kitchen; for his part, the old man was still bent over gasping for air.

      “There it is,” he told me, pointing with his free hand to the refrigerator

      David tossed the old man onto a chair. I moved to the refrigerator and tried opening it, but it was locked. I looked over at David, not knowing what to do. David had never actually been inside the stand, so this wasn’t expected.

      David squatted down next to the owner. “In a minute, you’re going to be able to breathe again, and you’re probably going to want to scream for help. Don’t.”

      His voice was low as he spoke, and back then, I didn’t understand how much discipline that took. David was 14, and almost any other criminal would have been screaming at the old man, wanting to get the refrigerator open and get out of there. Not David. He understood at a deep level that the control he needed would come from his rage, but not from its expression. He might have lost that understanding later in life, but back then, he was mesmerizing.

      “Because when you scream, the very moment you do, I’m going to kill you. We’ll steal your food and be out of here before anyone has a chance to catch us. But, if you help us, when we’re finished you’ll have a bit less food, but you’ll have your life. Do you understand?”

      The old man looked David in the eyes, and saw the same truth as I always did. David wasn’t lying about anything. David was the truth.

      He nodded, and then David nodded back. He patted the old man’s knee, a gesture that seemed much older than a 14 year old should give.

      He stood up, moving to the side of the chair and keeping his hand on the man’s shoulder. Letting his presence be constantly known.

      “Tell us how to open it.”

      Everything froze. I don’t know any other way to describe it. Us, the world, even time—it all stopped. I don’t know if anyone else has ever seen the Unformed arrive. They didn’t with Abby or Veritros, so I may be the only person to witness such a thing.

      It was horrifying.

      David’s head jerked upward as if something had grabbed him by the hair and yanked backward. He stared up at the ceiling, his mouth open.

      “David?”

      His left hand, the one resting on the old man’s shoulder, slipped off and fell down to his side. That’s when I knew something was truly wrong. David never took his hands off the mark once we were alone with them.

      I took a step away from the refrigerator, but moved no closer. I was scared. Do you understand that? David was all I had in this world, and if that old man had pulled out a knife and put it to David’s throat, I would have thrown myself at him. Fought him with every ounce of strength I had.

      But when David looked up at the ceiling like that, I was scared. It wasn’t that I knew something was wrong … it was the degree of it.

      That’s what I understood immediately. The air crackled with it. The old man stared at David, too—just as frightened as me now, and not because we were robbing him.

      I took a step closer, and I saw them for the first time.

      His eyes.

      The pupils snowy gray. The lights were low in the room, and his eyes were illuminating the area above his face—like nanoparticles can sometimes do in pitch black. Only, this wasn’t green. It was the gray of Gods. You call It the Black, and you do it to scare people, but you should have called It the Gray. That’s Its true color.

      I know what happened with Veritros when the Unformed came to her, and this was different.

      David’s head remained facing the ceiling for a few more seconds, and then he slowly looked forward. His neck moved as if it were an ancient machine—slow and steady like someone was turning a hand crank somewhere. His eyes blazed but he wasn’t looking at me. It was the Unformed.

      You might not believe that, but I don’t care.

      For that moment, the Unformed possessed David, and It looked out on our world.

      Gray webs shot from his eyes, wicked fast and spreading across the room. It only took them seconds to fully encapsulate me, wrapping me in a cocoon. The old man, too. I could see him, though I wasn’t able to move at all. The light was ephemeral, something that you could move your hand through if you wanted, but when it grabbed hold of me, it was as strong as steel.

      Pure energy.

      That’s something you don’t understand. The energy inside the Unformed. It may be everlasting. It may be slow to action. We may not truly understand much of It, but … Its energy …

      It’s ancient. Energy that comes from somewhere beyond our universe. It might look like electricity, but it’s no closer to that than a painting of the ocean is to salt water.

      The webs moved through the food stand in seconds, then broke the metal door straight off its hinges. The walls inside were lighting up green, the gray light somehow activating every nanoparticle in the place. The webs continued spreading outside in quick, brilliant bursts. The sky had been dark when we entered, but they lit it in a pale, gray light.

      And still, they didn’t stop spreading.

      Further and further into the world, climbing up the large building that cast its shadow over the food stand—going where anyone and everyone could see it.

      I stared forward, not understanding. Only knowing that whatever held me could kill me, and that the person in front of me wasn’t my brother.

      Now, looking back, I think the Unformed was taking a measure of our world. It wanted to understand as much as It could in a short period of time. To actually experience Earth.

      All the energy and power It possesses, the Unformed doesn’t truly understand our world, let alone our universe. It only knows Its own habitat is being destroyed, and It needs to repopulate here, in a universe that is forever expanding. I think It’s curious, though. For the first time in Its life, It’s experiencing something new, and It wants to know more.

      Perhaps It understood greed was getting the best of It, that to continue spreading would have consequences. Perhaps It grew bored. I only know that one moment the gray light held me in its cocoon, and the next, it was gone.

      Vanished.

      I struggled for air, my chest able to expand again.

      David’s eyes were fading. The old man next to him was dead—the first murder David ever committed. The light had strangled him, or maybe given him a heart attack, but he sat sagging in the chair, his head drooping to his chest.

      That was how It arrived, and David was never the same after. It nearly ruined everything with Its need to understand. I guess It got lucky. No one was looking outside their rooms, or if they were, they didn’t understand what they saw.

      Before, our life had been focused on survival and food.

      After, none of that mattered. Survival and food were only inputs that served a greater machine. They were no longer the end, but the means to an end. I was nine. I only knew what David told me. It’s not much different than what you do to the True Faith’s young. You get them early and you can do whatever you want with them. Turn them into Priests or Prophets, I suppose.

      I followed him nearly 20 years. What he told me in the beginning, it stuck for a long, long time.

      But eventually, I grew disillusioned. Eventually, I understood he had to be stopped.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Any happiness Rebecca had felt died. She lay on her cot, exhausted. The First Priest left and she was glad for it, but venturing back to David …

      It always wrecked her, and this time had been no different.

      The Unformed might have been curious, but the First Priest wasn’t. He said he wanted to know about David and the Unformed, but he only thought he wanted to know. He didn’t actually. The First Priest asked questions as if there was an end to this. As if Rebecca telling David’s story could somehow give him an answer that would end all the questions.

      It led him to a linear, chronological question style.

      What happened? And then what? And then what?

      And to go down that path would reveal some truth, but it would only take you in a straight line from David’s birth until he fell out of that sky.

      A whole other world existed around that life, even if it was hard to see, and the Priest refused to even look.

      That allowed Rebecca to lie, and she had at the end. She didn’t simply understand that David had to be stopped. That would have been some innate burst of knowledge, or at least a gradual understanding through watching her brother. That never happened, not to her nor anyone else who joined his cause. Once you took the Blood, you were in, and no one ever ventured out again.

      Except for me.

      Over and over again, people had asked Rebecca why she’d done it. Even the First Priest, but none actually wanted the answer. They wanted confirmation of what they’d already formed in their heads. David was evil. She loved mankind. On and on and on, they had their own ideas.

      The truth was something very different than anything they thought. There was no innate burst. As in all matters with gods, there was revelation.

      The word’s etymology traced back—as all did—to long before the Reformation. It meant to ‘lay bare’.

      And things had been laid bare for Rebecca.

      A revelation, and the meaning behind it—even with David deceased—still terrified her. The revelation meant that regardless of how long David was dead, she would never truly escape him.
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      The First Priest hated returning to the One Path. He almost felt as if he was experiencing déjà vu, having done this before only a little over a week ago. His entire life had been lived beneath ground, and now in the course of two weeks, he was visiting another Ministry for the second time.

      It’s different now, he thought.

      And it was. Last time he’d been terrified and unsure, knowing that his own death was certain unless he perfectly maneuvered himself. It wouldn’t be his death this time, though, but the High Priest’s.

      Are you sure?

      The First pushed the thought away, refusing to focus on the fear traveling within him. If he couldn’t force it out of the transport, fine, but he didn’t have to speak with it. The High Priest might have Disciples, but even they couldn’t defeat everything he was bringing.

      You saw one almost kill the weapon.

      Damn it, shut up, his mind spat back.

      The transports flying toward the High weren’t part of the Black, which the Disciples had been engineered to fight against. Their nanotech learned in ways that others couldn’t, and that’s how the gray light had failed in the sky. What were they going to learn here? How to fly when the structure holding them in the air collapsed?

      Plus, they served the High Priest, but above him, they served Corinth—and despite the treachery now happening, the First felt confident Corinth backed him. The Disciples would see that. They would understand the High Priest’s insanity once it was revealed.

      The First was worrying for nothing.

      “How often have you been speaking with her?”

      The First Priest’s head jerked to his right, snapping out of his thoughts. He’d practically forgotten the Priestess was next to him, and that wasn’t good. He shouldn’t ever forget she was here with him, not even for a second. The Council had designated the two of them to go, and the First understood the politics. She was the most likely to challenge him for the High’s position.

      “Speaking with who?”

      “The informant. Hollowborne.”

      The First had let the Priestess listen in last night as Hollowborne told the weapon’s story. He’d wanted her to see what he was doing with his time, the information he was gaining. Truth be told, though, he hadn’t done much since starting this trip. He spoke to her last night, but that was it—he’d been so busy worrying about what was to come, he hadn’t looked into anything else.

      “Daily,” he said.

      “Are you learning anything useful?”

      “Did you hear anything useful last night?” the First Priest asked.

      She nodded. “Yes. Some.”

      “She does ramble a lot, but it’s almost impossible to keep her from doing it. Still, it’s more direct knowledge about the weapon and the Black than anything we’ve ever heard before.”

      The Priestess said nothing else and the First Priest returned to looking out the window. He no longer cared about the sky; it held none of the allure that it had for him on his first trip. He wanted to get back beneath ground as quickly as possible, with this new woman in tow, and perhaps the High Priest title draped over him.

      “You really want to keep her?” the Priestess asked, bringing him out of his thoughts again.

      Would she just shut up?

      “It’s for the best. You see the information I’m gathering from the others. To have someone actually capable of using the weapon’s powers; the knowledge we’ll gain might be endless.”

      “It might also be dangerous. Keeping her, that is,” the Priestess said. “Have you asked Corinth about it?”

      “Of course.”

      “And what did He tell you?”

      “He directed me the same as He did with the others. Keep her, use her, and better protect ourselves when the Black returns.”

      The Priestess nodded, not looking at him. “Maybe you’re right … I’d like to talk about our plan once we arrive inside the One Path. The High believes you are the only one coming, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “And these ships we can’t see, the ones traveling with us, will he be able to see them?”

      “It’s possible,” the First said. “If he thinks I’m not coming alone, then he has the authority to see where and how we’re moving our army.”

      “And we can’t take that power away,” she said, speaking softly.

      “Not unless we want to risk him using his machine. I think any sudden changes might push him toward it faster.”

      “I agree.”

      “He has the Disciples, too,” the First said, bringing up his own fears. “But even so, they simply can’t see everything at once.”

      “Do you know that for sure?” the Priestess asked.

      The First was silent for a moment. The truth was, he didn’t know much about the Disciples. No one did. They were started long before the First’s time, and it was the High Priest they served for the most part. The First had used them, of course—seen their capabilities with individual people—but when it came to everything they could do? He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure anyone did.

      “That’s what I thought,” the Priestess said. A brief silence passed, and then she continued, “What if he does suspect what we’re doing, and he sees all of this coming at him? I’m just wondering if it might be smarter to actually send you alone.”

      I’ll send you alone, you fucking bitch, the First Priest thought, though his face showed none of the emotion beneath. He wasn’t going to meet the High Priest alone ever again. The black box was as close as he would ever get to that.

      “We don’t know how much time we have,” he said. “Having me inspect the place, and then sending ships out could be too late. We need to be ready in case he’s closer than we believe. In case he won’t see reason.”

      The Priestess nodded again. “So you’ll be in there alone?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “It’s brave of you,” she said.

      Finally the bitch was giving him the credit he deserved.

      “We all serve Corinth as we must.”

      “Especially given what I’ll have to do to the structure, if he is too close to be stopped.”

      The First Priest turned his head slowly, a thought lighting in his head that hadn’t been there before. In the time it took him to look from the window to the Priestess, the small match flared into a roaring fire, outshining all else.

      Because he understood what she was saying.

      He didn’t know how he hadn’t seen it before, but he was now. It should have been obvious from the beginning.

      If he was inside the High’s home and decided that it had to be destroyed …

      … Then he would be destroyed with it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Night was falling and it would be the last one Raylyn spent underneath Corinth’s grace, if such a thing existed.

      Perhaps it did, and perhaps it didn’t, but either way, Raylyn’s choice had been made. After she spoke with Rebecca, she’d tried accessing the security logs for the cell, but her nanotech was denied. She didn’t know if the First Priest had checked them or not, and so she spent the next 24 hours expecting a Disciple or someone just as capable to arrive carrying a necklace for her to wear.

      No one came though, and despite the terror coursing through her blood, she had to keep going. As twilight approached, Raylyn stood from her bed and left her room. She went downstairs again, though this time she went to Scoble’s room.

      Another assistant waited, and a similar conversation as before ensued. She thought the assistant from last night might have said something to the others, because it went a bit easier. They were expecting Raylyn Brinson to come and go now, which would keep working until the First Priest found out.

      And as long as he didn’t find out by tomorrow, everything would work out—at least as far as entering prisoners’ cells went. In the end, Raylyn would probably die no matter what the First Priest found out.

      The wall flickered away and she stepped through, letting it reform again behind her.

      The man was in decent shape; the First Priest hadn’t harmed him, at least not physically.

      He didn’t stand, but remained sitting at a small table in the middle of the room. There was a cot similar to Hollowborne’s forming from the wall. She saw recognition in his face, remembering Raylyn from his capture.

      Scoble said nothing and Raylyn moved to the table. She didn’t take a seat, but continued looking at him in silence. He knew by now that one of his own had given up their savior, but did he know exactly who? She imagined so; the First Priest would want to use that against him.

      “You know it was the weapon’s sister, right?” Raylyn asked. “That she was our informant?”

      He nodded.

      “Good,” Raylyn said, meaning it. She didn’t have the time to deal with the immediate aftermath of such knowledge. What she needed was this man functioning. Raylyn pulled out the chair—her nanotech not working in here either—and sat down. “The only other thing I really want to know is, do you want to live?”

      Scoble’s face didn’t change at the question, and that surprised Raylyn. She didn’t know if it was from training or the First Priest’s threat, but either way, no emotion showed.

      A few seconds passed. “It depends on what I have to do.”

      “Two things. You have to help me save one of your kind. You were in the same cell as him a few days ago. And you also have to work with Hollowborne.”

      Still, Scoble showed nothing. Even if he thought it was a trick, she couldn’t tell by his face. He said nothing, only studied her.

      Seconds turned in to a minute, and still he kept his silence.

      “Are you okay?” Raylyn finally asked, wondering if his mind had snapped and those brief words were all he had left. Maybe the First Priest had broken him in ways beyond his body.

      Scoble nodded. “I’m deciding whether you’re telling the truth.”

      “By looking at me?”

      “If you’re going to lie, it’ll be with your words.”

      Raylyn kept her own mouth shut, knowing anything else she might add would only further his point.

      Finally he said, “I can do those two things, but you’ll have to add one more item to your list.”

      “What?”

      “Christine Fain. She’s here, and she comes with us. If not, then I’ll sit here and wait for your Priest to finish whatever he’s got planned.”

      “She’s one of yours?” Raylyn asked.

      Scoble nodded. “She hasn’t been treated like me. You all took blood from me, but not like that. She’s injured, and it’ll take some care to get her out of here safely. Either we do that, or I’m out.”

      “Fine. She’ll come too. You’ll have to kill people, in case you’ve suddenly had some change of heart in doing that.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      “I’ll come for you tomorrow. Until we’re out of the Shrine, you’ll listen to and obey everything I say. You understand that as well? Once we’re safe, you can do whatever you want.”

      “Okay,” he said again.

      Raylyn looked at him for a few seconds, taking him in. He hadn’t asked her why she was doing it, nor any other questions. He simply had made up his mind, made a demand, then agreed to everything else she said.

      Raylyn nodded, stood from the chair, and left the room. She hadn’t known about Fain, but she quickly used her nanotech to access the woman’s location. She needed everyone on board before tomorrow morning, so she couldn’t wait to speak with her. Raylyn also didn’t know the extent of her injuries, but she needed to understand them before tomorrow.

      She didn’t understand Scoble. Raylyn identified with Hollowborne easier. She had traded her God, just like Raylyn. Scoble though … his God was inaccessible, his savior dead. There was no chance of resurrection and yet, Scoble held firm. He didn’t switch sides. He didn’t even put his life above the rest of those who served with him. He said he wouldn’t leave, wouldn’t save himself, unless Fain came too.

      What was he dedicated to? What did he love?

      His love was different than Raylyn’s. She had loved Corinth, when she believed what the True Faith said. As the possibility of lies grew into certainty, though, that love had been hollowed out—leaving a hole inside of her. She didn’t see a hole inside of Scoble, even though his religion was as dead as hers.

      Raylyn found Fain’s cell. No assistant guarded it, and she immediately saw why. The cell was much, much smaller, and not built into the actual building like the others. She was inside a box with transparent sides, hanging from the back wall.

      Corinth bless us, Raylyn thought, her mind automatically using phrases that no longer held meaning for her.

      Saving Fain would be hard, if not impossible.

      Her skin was like paper, lacking any color or resilience. Raylyn thought if she scraped a nail lightly across Fain’s flesh, it would rip open, sounding like cracking twigs as it did.

      Tubes were attached to the woman’s body, and Raylyn could see immediately what they carried. Blood. She was being drained, constantly.

      Raylyn thought—briefly—about turning back around and going to Scoble again. Telling him it wasn’t possible to save this woman, not if anyone else was going to live as well. She’d say that he could either help or sit here and die with his friend. The thought fell away quickly; Raylyn knew his answer would be simple, and without hesitation: Okay.

      So this was it, what she had to do. Break two people out of detainment. Using them, save Manor before he was cast off Corinth’s Shrine. Then, finally, the four most wanted people in the True Faith would head from the very top of the Shrine to the very bottom, and save this half-dead woman.

      Want to listen to me yet? the stubborn half of her mind asked.

      No, Raylyn answered.
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      Rachel Veritros’s war had taken her to the Nile River, along with almost every other human being still alive. They came to either support or kill her; regardless of allegiance, they came.

      Veritros remained under water. Most everyone on the Nile’s banks saw her go, watching the gray laced net shield her as she dropped.

      One side cheered, the other felt horror stricken. Some on both sides jumped into the river, intent on chasing after her despite the clearly boiling water. Their skin burned immediately and their screams rang out for mere seconds before they were lost beneath the roiling death.

      Boiled alive.

      The others, those not enthralled with following their savior or tormenter, continued fighting. Boulders coated in  burning oil flew through the air, long streaks of black, greasy smoke trailing after. They crushed buildings and bodies alike. Lasers fired into the sky—technology thousands of years more advanced than rocks—and killed with impunity.

      Above the water, madness reigned, with no one remembering the exact purpose of being there. Perhaps it’d been completely forgotten. The woman they had chased, followed, and ran from was gone, out of sight and with no promise of returning. Yet, still they fought.

      People died by the thousands, their entrails and blood soaking the land before overflowing into the river.

      Large swaths of the flowing water were turning red, looking like long, thick ropes of crimson ribbons.

      And still, no one—not a single person—thought to lay down their weapons. If anything, they only considered how they could hurt the other side more. How they could inflict more death, more destruction. The bloodlust in their hearts did not discriminate against creed. It possessed them all, and both man and woman looked completely insane.

      More animal than human.

      Without a doubt, they would have fought until no one remained. They would have killed and destroyed until nothing stood, not person nor building. There was no reason any longer, no thoughts even of survival. There was only … kill.

      None noticed when the river first started to rise. So enraptured with their bloodlust, they didn’t see the water moving above the canyon it had sat inside for millions of years.

      Inch by inch, though, the water did rise, and finally, they couldn’t help but see it.

      It didn’t overflow the banks, but rather held its same shape, stretching for miles and miles in each direction. The river was simply picking up and flowing over the exact same path, but in the air.

      Five feet, then ten, then twenty.

      A burning boulder streaked through the sky and collided with the winding river. Gray bolts jolted out at the impact point and the boulder shattered immediately, a thousand pieces of fire ricocheting down amongst both people and the dry river bed.

      Nothing else soared through the air as everyone stared upward.

      The river was not stopping, nor slowing down. It continued to rise, and no matter how far one looked north or south, they couldn’t see where it dropped back down into its bed.

      Everyone holding weapons let them drop to their sides, staring up at something that shouldn’t be possible, but yet was happening right in front of them.

      They saw no sign of Rachel Veritros. No sign of the Unformed.

      There was only water, continuing to flow and held together by some unseen force.

      It reached 100 feet in the air, then stopped rising. Silence reigned the riverbank, a stark juxtaposition from minutes before. Rachel’s lieutenants watched from her ship; none understood. Rachel had told them nothing of this, nothing at all of what to expect when they arrived.

      Seconds passed, but they didn’t stretch as far as a minute.

      A bright, gray light lit inside the river, the same egg shape that had lowered Veritros into it. The light grew brighter and brighter, until people could hardly stand to look at it.

      They did, though.

      They all kept staring.

      And then …

      The river exploded.

      Boiling water flew through the air, raining down on all beneath. It hit friend and foe without prejudice. The silence evaporated, and screams filled the shoreline. The water was flung so far and wide, almost no one escaped its scalding brutality. Those right next to the riverbed bore the worst of it, their skin nearly set aflame by the scorching temperature. Thousands and thousands of people fell to the ground immediately, rolling on dirt and concrete, hoping for anything that might stop the pain consuming their flesh.

      Only death came to help, as their throats swelled from the boiling water they swallowed, suffocating them.

      Those further out would have angry, red scars searing their bodies for the rest of their lives. Most tried to run, but they couldn’t outpace the pouring hell coming down on them. Entire faces were turned to red patches of blistered skin.

      The ship Rachel flew in—the one still holding her lieutenants—was blasted by the water, windows breaking and metal bending. It fell to the ground even as those inside burned.

      The sun sat high in the sky, hours having passed since the war commenced. The dead were innumerable, and those not dead writhed in pain next to their fallen comrades. No one looked up into the sky, or they would have seen the sun shining through the mist, looking absolutely beautiful before the rays hit the bloody mess below.

      No one looked up, and even if they had, they would have seen nothing else.

      No Veritros.

      No Unformed.

      Only the sun shining as it had for billions of days previous.

      Rachel Veritros was gone, and the war over. The world lay in ruins, much of it in actual ashes. Those still living now lived in great, great pain. Every single speck of ash, and every cry of pain, it all stemmed from her and her all consuming quest.

      The world would go on to write many, many things about her. She—nearly as much as the Unformed itself—would turn into a monster, something to fear forever. Her, and anyone like her who might come again.

      No one looked up, and even if they had, they wouldn’t have seen anything; thus, the world thought Rachel Veritros dead. It would take nearly a thousand years for anyone to recognize that error.
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      A week and a half prior, the world thought its problems were over. Sure, there would be the harsh duty of cleaning up, fixing what could be repaired, destroying what couldn’t, healing the wounded, mourning the dead. War breeds disaster and whenever it finishes, there is much to put together again; but there is also a sense of hope—of genuine happiness—that the hardest parts of life are in the past, and things will improve.

      A week and a half later, the sun rose on the One Path Ministry, and almost no one knew what was to come that day. Certainly the vast majority of the world didn’t. Those still alive were thankful and doing their best to help rebuild. There was some worry amongst the Ministers, that class of people more elite than any other to ever live. They were concerned with the High Priest and his insane goals, somewhat frightened that he may cause more death by provoking a woman who didn’t understand her powers.

      They were worried, but even with all of their knowledge, they didn’t understand anything about what was to happen.

      No voice whispered to them saying, It’s not over. Maybe it never will be, but this is not the end.

      They, like everyone else, were trying to do the best they could, given the world they lived in.

      Yet, as the sun rose, the world entered a new era, though it had no idea such a thing was occurring.

      Massive ships were flying to the One Path Ministry, an ambitious Priest at their head.

      The One Path itself had positioned sleek bombers around the High Priest’s fortress, waiting for the ambitious Priest to arrive.

      A father and a man obsessed approached the Priest’s new home, unaware of anything happening around them.

      Inside his fortress, the High Priest knew war was near, and also his own willingness to keep Nicki Sesam—a woman he didn’t understand, and didn’t realize he didn’t understand.

      In another part of the world, a fallen believer was beginning a revolution, even if small and something she thought would end in her death.

      A young woman sat at the center, guided by voices she didn’t know, and thrust into a war she didn’t want.

      And watching above it all?

      The Unformed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “He’s a son of a bitch,” the One Path Minister—Trinant One—said. She meant it, too. She had hated the High Priest before this nonsense, but now she despised him.

      He’d made her look a fool, was still making her look a fool.

      Trinant hadn’t left the Globe of One; she wasn’t about to travel out to this new weapon and risk her own life. She could see everything she needed from the Globe. Her place was not out there leading a battle. Trinant knew she was no general, nor did she want to pretend to be one.

      Right now, she was staring at a massive building she hadn’t even known existed. A day ago, she had seen the High Priest’s other house, a small thing that looked like something the poorest member of the One Path might own. She hadn’t gone to visit it, of course—she might when this was all done. Other people had been, and what they’d seen had been relayed back to her.

      The son-of-a-bitch had two houses within her Ministry, and this one was … absurd.

      When compared with the Globe of One, it wasn’t that large—but nothing should be compared to the Globe of One. That was the point. The Globe was in a category to itself, and yet here she was comparing another Minister’s home to it.

      She had already initiated a review of how any of this was possible. How a Minister had come to live in the One Path’s territory without anyone knowing. It was kept confidential, no one outside her chain of command would ever hear of it—the embarrassment was nearly more than she could handle. Nearly more than her Ministry could handle. Because if the High Priest had come here, what about other possible illegal aliens?

      The questions were endless, and Trinant couldn’t focus on them at the moment. She first had to deal with the High Priest.

      The One Path’s ships had surrounded him, all of them cloaked and reflecting the sky. She thought this mammoth building might have detection devices on it, but the ships had been there for 12 hours now with nothing happening. She didn’t understand this High Priest; he was insane and Trinant would be relieved when he was dead.

      The Old World wanted the woman inside returned, but that was secondary for Trinant. She didn’t know what the True Faith wanted with her, but they were third in line to rights. If possible, Trinant would give the girl back to Yule, but if not, then the girl would either die or remain here for the One Path’s study. Trinant truly preferred death for the girl … but she valued the Old World’s friendship, though she would say such things to no one else. She hated the High Priest, thought the Constant’s Minister little more than a figurehead. The Pope was the only one she thought … well, not fondly of, but she could at least stand him.

      So, if it was possible, she’d send the woman back to Yule.

      If not, though, Trinant wouldn’t feel badly for killing her.

      “What’s that?”

      A screen stretching 25 yards sat in front of Trinant. It stood 20 feet tall and gave her a clear view of everything happening around the High Priest’s home (her mind nearly spat the word as she thought it). The building floated in the center, and tiny yellow dots wrapped around it—the dots were layovers, visual representations of the One Path’s ships.

      Yet, beneath the building, something new was on her screen.

      “Closer,” she said, her voice low, but the entire room revolved around detecting her every wish.

      The screen zoomed in on the new object.

      It was a ship.

      “Get something next to it,” she said.

      She watched as a yellow dot zipped away from the larger pack, quickly cutting the space between it and the ship. A few seconds passed and the yellow dot started circling it.

      “Show me.”

      The screen’s view switched from a panorama to what the yellow dot was seeing.

      Trinant looked at a small, older ship. She could see inside it, though the passengers couldn’t see her ship circling around outside.

      “First Priest,” she said, the technology in the room immediately recognizing who she was speaking with, and broadcasting her voice to him. “Is this you?”

      “Is what me?” the First Priest’s voice said from the speakers in the ceiling above. Everyone in the room with Trinant would be able to hear the conversation, but she wasn’t concerned. If she needed, she could switch it to her ears only, but she didn’t feel the need right now. The people with her needed to understand that she was in control, despite what might have happened the past few weeks.

      “This ship. Is it one of yours?”

      “We’re hours out yet. I don’t see any ship, nor do I know of any,” the First Priest said.

      He could be lying—the True Faith’s treachery knew no limits, but it would be a dangerous gamble given the situation.

      “Yule,” she said, the room switching its broadcast. “I’m sending you what I’m seeing.”

      “I have it,” the Pope said, watching from somewhere in the Old World. A few seconds passed and then, “Oh, no ….”

      “What?” Trinant said, her voice growing slightly louder.

      “It’s the father. The young woman’s father. Daniel Sesam.”

      “There’s two people in there. Who’s the other one?”

      “I don’t know. Give me a moment and I’ll find out,” the Pope answered.

      The room went silent and Trinant looked at the two men, their ship tunneling upward through the air, heading into a war they weren’t prepared for.
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* * *

      “She’s in there,” the psychopath said.

      Daniel knew the man’s name, but his mind still reverted to how he knew him best.

      Their transport was a few miles away, but Daniel had no problem seeing what the psychopath was talking about. It was the only building hanging in the sky for a long, long distance. Maybe 50 or 100 miles, though Daniel couldn’t be sure.

      “This is the One Path?” he asked.

      “Yes, though the very, very outskirts of it. I’m not sure how he constructed any of this.”

      “It’s really him, isn’t it? The True Faith’s High Priest?”

      The psychopath nodded. “Yes, to the best of the Vatican’s knowledge, he’s the one keeping her.”

      “And you’re sure she’s there?”

      He nodded again, but said nothing. The two of them sat in the front now, Daniel to the man’s right.

      “Can you make it bigger?” he asked.

      The psychopath leaned forward, and using his fingers, zoomed in on the window in front of them. The floating house grew larger, allowing Daniel to take in the actual size. “Jesus ….”

      “Please. There’s no need to be vulgar,” the psychopath said.

      Daniel paid no attention to his words; his mind was fixated on the building now taking up the entire front window.

      “It’s a city,” he said. “It’s got to be the size of the Vatican.”

      The psychopath chuckled. “No, not even close, though it is huge. A tenth of a mile long and half that tall.”

      Daniel leaned back in his chair, not taking his eyes away, but unable to comprehend exactly what he’d been thinking when he stole away from the Old World.

      You were thinking about Nicki. You were thinking about getting her back, the exact same thing you need to be thinking about now.

      “How?” he said aloud.

      “How what?”

      “How do we do this? What can we possibly do against it? Against him?”

      The psychopath looked over. “What did you think would happen when we showed up? That the True Faith’s most senior official would simply give her to us? You know the Pope has been working tirelessly at this, right? And he’s made no progress … I don’t know what you thought you were getting yourself into.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I … I didn’t think it would be this.”

      The psychopath looked forward again and then patted Daniel’s knee. “It’s okay. This isn’t the first time I’ve taken someone from people who didn’t want me to.”

      Daniel looked over at him, a look of sick horror growing on his face. The psychopath wore a smirk.

      He was right, even if Daniel hated to hear it. If anyone could get in there and get his daughter, it was the psycho sitting next to him.

      “What do we do?”

      “Some people are going to have to die, Daniel. You know that, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “Take this.” The psychopath reached into a bag on his left and pulled out a pistol. “Point, shoot.”

      “What if I run out of bullets?”

      “I’ll take care of it.” He reached forward and zoomed out on the screen, changing the display back to its actual size.

      Daniel felt like he might vomit as their ship grew closer. Three miles turned into two, and then one. “I’m scared,” he said, feeling like a child but simply needing to get the words out.

      “God is on our side. There’s nothing to be scared of. The High Priest is an infidel and he holds one of God’s children captive.”

      Daniel didn’t look over as the building’s massive structure dwarfed their ship. The man was mad, and Daniel slightly envied him it now, because his insanity drove his calm.

      The psychopath maneuvered the ship beneath the home, and then rose straight up, finding a docking station on the far east side. As they docked, Daniel looked around but saw no one. Had they not been viewed approaching? He thought that almost impossible, but here they were, docking without a soul in sight.

      “Where is everyone?”

      The psychopath said nothing as the ship stopped inside the nook. He pulled his own pistol out. The sides of the transport lifted and the psychopath stepped carefully out onto the platform, his steps not making a sound. Daniel followed from his own side. He couldn’t hear anything besides the wind blowing beneath them.

      From what Daniel could see, there had been maybe 10 docking stations along the bottom of the building. He didn’t have any idea how long this thing had been here, but it appeared to be well equipped. A large bay door sat in front of the transport, the doors having sensed the entering transport and opened.

      “Just go inside?” he said over the top of the ship.

      The psychopath answered by walking forward on the platform, heading to the bay door. Daniel followed from his side, meeting him in front of the transport.

      The psychopath stopped just before entering the building. “Shoot when I do. Otherwise, keep your gun pointed at the ground. Understand?”

      Daniel nodded. Intellectually he got it, but in reality? He didn’t know if he’d be able to shoot when the time came. He could still hear the wind whipping below the building, reminding him that he was in a place he didn’t know. A place he wasn’t ever meant to see. The man next to him, thin almost to the point of emaciation, had more synapses misfiring than Daniel could count in a lifetime.

      In reality, Daniel realized he didn’t understand anything anymore.

      But he nodded all the same, because he was going inside to get his baby girl.

      The psychopath led and Daniel followed. Together, they entered the house of the High Priest.
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* * *

      Yule closed his eyes and brought his hand to the bridge of his nose.

      He’d just found out who Daniel was with. It’d only taken 10 minutes, the entire Vatican now focused on retrieving Nicki Sesam.

      His name was Jackson Carriage, and he’d been with the sight program—had been the one originally sent to find the girl. Yule hadn’t had a lot of time to understand the man, but the Pope’s subordinates told him as much as they could.

      Obsessed was the word they used.

      Yule didn’t understand this; he couldn’t. There wasn’t opportunity to wrap his mind around it, but the best it could come up with was …

      He didn’t know, and he didn’t have any time to figure it out. Daniel had made his bed, and there wasn’t anything Yule could do.

      “Trinant,” he said into the intercom on his desk.

      “I’m here.”

      “The man with him was a former employee of the Catholic Church. The best I can understand is that they’re both trying to get the woman back. This wasn’t authorized by anyone within the Church. I was completely unaware it was happening.”

      Silence came back from the intercom. Yule looked up to the screen hanging from his office, seeing exactly what the One Path’s Minister was watching. The Old World had no one heading to the One Path—or weren’t supposed to, but apparently Daniel had made him a liar.

      “Let’s hope they don’t mess this up,” Trinant said, her voice a low flame of anger.

      Yule didn’t know if she believed him or not, and he supposed it didn’t matter. The die was cast and he couldn’t do a thing about it. Only watch as God’s will played out.

      And Yule hoped—prayed—that it was God’s will, and not someone else’s.
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      Raylyn had been waiting all morning. The announcement went out late last night, the exact time of Manor’s execution. It was the first of its kind—at least during Raylyn’s lifetime. Perhaps her parents’, and their parents’ too.

      It would occur in the late afternoon, when the day’s labor had ended. When everyone could view it. The Priesthood was going to broadcast it live, an unheard of act, but one that would be cheered—Raylyn felt sure. Because a member of the Black’s evil minions was being murdered, receiving Corinth’s justice, and that was right.

      Raylyn didn’t know if Manor deserved to die, but she knew he’d received no due process, no hearing. He’d been judged without the ability to protest his innocence. Only Raylyn had heard it, down in his cell, and while it hadn’t proved anything one way or the other to her—it had let her see that this was a charade, and if Corinth ever knew justice, he no longer did.

      Six hours before the execution, Raylyn dressed. She put on her Prevention Division uniform and went to Hollowborne. She brought two stretchers with her, both folded and floating at her side. Each had a necklace on top of it, the meaning clear.

      The assistant waited at his assigned spot.

      “Go ahead and tell your colleagues. These two are coming with me to witness the execution. I’ll be picking up Scoble next.”

      The assistant looked on in silence for a second, and then nodded. “That’s probably a good idea. Let them see what’s coming for them when we’re finished.”

      Raylyn smiled at him. It appeared she had taken the First Priest’s place in his mind. “I agree.”

      The wall flickered out of existence and Raylyn stepped through. Hollowborne was on her cot, her eyes already focused on the things floating next to Raylyn. She didn’t bother having the assistant leave or close the wall behind her. Raylyn didn’t want this taking long at all.

      The first cot unfolded, green lights shining across it.

      “You’ll wear this,” she said as the necklace floated across the room, lighting green as well. Raylyn’s eyes glowed, while internally she hoped that Hollowborne wouldn’t screw everything up by saying something.

      “Why?” Hollowborne asked.

      Is she playing a part?

      “You get the opportunity to watch one of your kind die today. Now, hold your head still.”

      The necklace hung in front of Hollowborne’s face, and the woman opened her mouth to speak (but she didn’t move her head, thanks be to Corinth)—the necklace unclasped and then whipped around her neck quickly.

      Hollowborne froze in her last position, mouth still open. Raylyn almost sighed with relief, having thought this would all go wrong somehow.

      There’s still time, her stubborn half said. Still plenty of time for that.

      And there was, so no sense in waiting around here any longer. Using the necklace’s nanotech, Raylyn straightened Hollowborne and then moved her onto the stretcher. The light in the necklace died, though the green in the stretcher continued shining as Raylyn moved it out of the room.

      “Thanks,” she said as she passed the guard. A few feet away, she stopped and turned around. “Are you going to be able to watch the execution?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for anything, Sister.”

      Raylyn nodded, and though she knew she should have smiled, she simply couldn’t do it.

      Next, Raylyn went to Scoble, where nearly the exact same scene played out. The only difference being that Scoble said nothing at all.

      And then, with two prisoners floating to her right—laid out one above the other—Raylyn returned to her room. She said nothing as she walked, and glanced at no one she passed on the way. Her PD rank made it clear that whatever she was doing, most people wanted no part in it.

      Her door closed behind her, she righted the stretchers so that Scoble and Hollowborne’s feet faced the floor. Their necklaces lit green for a second, and then their jaws relaxed.

      “I can’t let you down. Not until it’s time. I don’t know how closely anything is being watched right now, but you two walking around wouldn’t help anything.”

      Scoble opened his jaw wide, then closed it, repeating the action a couple of times. Hollowborne only looked at her.

      “Where’s Christine?” Scoble asked. He couldn’t move his neck, so couldn’t turn to look at Hollowborne, but he spoke as if she wasn’t there at all.

      “We have to wait until after the execution.”

      “Why?” he said.

      “Have you seen her?”

      And Raylyn saw in his eyes that he had, that he knew exactly what condition she was in.

      “That’s why,” Raylyn said. “We can’t free him and protect her at the same time. We free Manor, then we get her.”

      “And then what?” Hollowborne asked.

      Scoble’s jaw flexed involuntarily, his teeth bearing down at the sound of her voice.

      “Then we do our best to get off this Shrine.”

      Raylyn’s eyes went to Scoble. In his cell, she’d seen someone thoughtful and devout. Now, his eyes showed only raw anger, his face barely containing it. He said nothing, none of the rage flowing into words—but it was there all the same.

      And what’s he going to do? Raylyn’s newly born part asked. What wrench is he going to throw in all this? Your planning is already lacking, but you haven’t even considered the hatred he must feel for the woman next to him. You haven’t thought about how that might change things.

      Raylyn turned from them.

      It was far too late for any of those considerations.
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      Most Holy, I am approaching.

      The High Priest heard the message, but he’d known the First Priest’s location for the past hour. The Disciple standing next to him was doing nothing besides tracking nanotechnology in the area. In the past hour, the amount of nanotech activity had grown exponentially, and while the High Priest now saw only one ship, he knew 100 more surrounded it.

      The barracks below now contained hundreds of Disciples. Cots sat inches from each other where they slept almost shoulder to shoulder.

      The Disciples were interesting creations. They were capable of incredible physical feats, but their mental efforts were even more amazing. Right now, none of them were moving, but rather they sat row after row on their cots with eyes closed. Each one of them was focusing on the approaching nanotechnology, ready to take hold of it the moment the High Priest gave the command.

      The High Priest had never really wondered what the First Council knew of the Disciples. They were rarely used, the need for them very small. To almost every Priest—including the High—they were afterthoughts. Things to be brought out in only the most desperate situations. The Council hadn’t thought through this recent decision, at least not with the mental rigor of the High Priest.

      They understood Disciples could control nanotech, but they hadn’t considered everything they brought with them possessed such. They were only thinking about themselves, and so these ships were supposed to be immune to the Disciples’ power.

      They would all soon find out that wasn’t true.

      The High Priest smiled at the thought.

      He stood in front of Nicki Sesam, and she was present this time. She hadn’t gone away, and he was thankful for it. He wanted to be with her for a few minutes before everything began.

      “The plan is perfect,” he said aloud, though it wasn’t clear whether he knew he had spoken.

      Two people were working around him, the box nearly complete. They were putting the final touches on it, or at least that’s how the High Priest thought of it. Truthfully, he didn’t know what they were doing, and didn’t really care as long as the end result was what he wanted.

      “It’s perfect …,” he said before trailing off.

      And it was. The First Priest would be here in less than a half hour. The High Priest would show him around the home as any proper host would, with the final showcase being Nicki. And then …

      Well, then they would turn it on.

      The High didn’t care what the ships outside did; his Disciples would make sure that nothing interfered.

      “Can you …,” he started, momentarily losing his train of thought. He found it quickly, and finished, “Can you loosen her mouth some? I’d like to speak with her.”

      “Yes, Most Holy.”

      The High heard movement behind him, but he didn’t turn from the face in front of him.

      He saw her lips open slightly and heard a small, dry gasp escape.

      “Are you ready?” he asked Nicki.

      Her mouth moved up and down, but only raspy would-be words came out.

      “Water. You need water, of course.”

      More movement and then a glass was placed in the High Priest’s hand. He tilted it up to her mouth and slowly let it drain over her lips. She drank, not greedily, but at the same pace he poured. She wasn’t dehydrated, only her vocal chords hadn’t been used or lubricated.

      “There,” he said, pulling the glass away. “Are you ready?”

      Nicki opened her mouth again, then whispered, “I think so.”

      It was lost on the High Priest, completely so, that Nicki Sesam should have had no idea what he was talking about. For days she had hung alone and without information. Kidnapped, and with no knowledge of what was happening around her. Yet, when asked the question, her answer had been in line with what the High wanted to hear, and so instead of growing concerned, he smiled.

      “Yes. Yes. I thought you would be.”

      But then again, it all made sense. This was Corinth’s plan. They would make contact with the Unformed and then he and Nicki could be together. Of course she would be ready. What else could she be? Corinth had seen it all, and in His glory, set these things in motion.

      “Good,” the High said. “Good.”

      He turned from the woman and looked at the two people still working. “How much longer?”

      “Just a few minutes. We can probably start any time you’d like.”

      “Okay. We’re waiting for a guest, and then we will.”

      The High Priest wandered off, ready to meet his First Priest.
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* * *

      The First Priest’s ship was large, and thus it couldn’t fit into the smaller docks beneath the building. It instead docked on the side.

      The First Priest was still in the middle of the ship, occupying the same room with the Priestess.

      This was turning into a mess, and quickly, yet for all the First Priest’s scheming, he couldn’t figure a way out of it. Two new people had been thrown into it, the woman’s father and some Old World worker. He didn’t know what in the hell they were planning—no one did. Moreover, no one else even cared because they didn’t have to. They weren’t going to be inside with those two strangers.

      No, everyone from the Pope to the One Path’s Minister would be watching from outside. Including this damned Priestess. They didn’t care what happened inside, so long as the girl wasn’t thrust in front of the Black. Why didn’t they care? Easy enough, because they could simply blast the whole thing away the moment it occurred. Everyone inside would simply die, and everyone outside would simply live. Things were simple, at least to everyone on the ships.

      “Are you okay?” the Priestess asked.

      The First hadn’t noticed he wasn’t moving. The ship had docked, everyone inside rocking slightly forward as it came to a full stop. The First Priest had about a tenth of a Corinthmeter to walk before he exited the ship, yet he was only standing there, staring out the window at the massive house before him.

      “I’m fine,” he said, but still he didn’t move.

      “What’s happening?” a voice spoke from above.

      It was Trinant One, a nearly indescribable bitch. She’d been irascible ever since finding out the True Faith’s High Priest occupied part of her territory—unable to come to grasps with the fact that her Ministry was a fraud, and she incompetent.

      “Nothing,” the First Priest said. “Everything is fine.”

      “Then why aren’t you exiting the ship? What’s taking so long?”

      The First Priest said nothing in response, only turned and looked at the Priestess.

      “You make sure I get off that structure alive, okay? I’ll do everything possible to stop him, but it’s your job to make sure I get off alive.”

      The Priestess looked at him for a second, her face showing no emotion. A green light on the screen behind her went dim, and the First understood she’d told her nano to stop broadcasting messages. They were alone now—just the two of them in this room.

      “Do you really believe that’s what my goal is here?” she said. “To make sure you keep living?”

      The First Priest stared uncomprehendingly for a second, his brain refusing to compute the words she just said. They did eventually sink in, however.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “I’m honestly asking, do you think I’m here to make sure you live? I follow Corinth and His will. Your life only matters to me in that it still matters to Corinth, as all His followers do. Other than that, though, you’re just a bit part in this, and you don’t even know it.”

      “Huh?” he asked stupidly.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said with a sad smile. “Your High Priest awaits, my First. If you want to live, keep that machine from turning on. Otherwise, I will meet you in Corinth’s Embrace, though it may take me some time to arrive.”

      He was hearing everything correctly, though he could hardly believe it.

      What did you think, First Priest? his mind wondered. That you were the only one with plans? That this Priestess and the rest of the First Council were only here to serve Corinth? They’ve all had plans, and now you’re the one walking off this ship and heading to meet with the High, while she sits back here with weapons pointed right at you.

      He opened his mouth to call her a bitch, a fucking bitch, but no words came out. Because what could he really say right now? All he could hope to do was stop the High and then come back here and make her pay. That was it. The only play he had left.

      The First Priest shut his mouth, his teeth snapping together audibly. He turned and started walking across the ship, the green light turning on behind him as he did.

      “I’m heading in,” he told those listening around the world.

      “May God be with you,” the Pope said back.

      No one else spoke and the First Priest was glad for it.

      He made his way across the ship quickly enough, slowing momentarily at the first sight of the High Priest. He stood just beyond the open bay door, his robes still against his body.

      The First Priest picked his pace up and crossed from his ship to the High Priest’s home.

      “We give thanks,” he said, glancing down.

      “We give thanks,” the High said, his eyes holding steady on the First.

      The bay door shut behind him with a whoosh of air, causing his robes to billow toward the High.

      “I’m glad you came.”

      “I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances, Most Holy,” the First said. He didn’t know exactly what the Priestess was doing back on the ship, only what she should be doing: listening as closely as possible with her nanotech and telling the Ministers what was happening.

      She might just blast the whole place, though.

      Would be easier. Would suit her wishes, which was clearly to become the High Priestess. She serves Corinth like the man in front of me does.

      “It’s quite all right,” the High said. “I’m actually happy you’re here, as I want to show you what I’ve been working on. I truly think it’s going to be a blessing for the entire True Faith.”

      He turned slowly and motioned for the First to step up next to him. The First obeyed and the two started walking.

      “The message you received was sent by a panicked, and truthfully, overworked young man. I will take the blame for that,” the High Priest said, “just as you took the blame for breaking Corinth’s Proclamation.”

      Silence fell between the two for a second, the High’s words simply hanging in the air.

      “You see, what I’m building here was directed by Corinth. It’s within His Blessing, and that’s why I know the young man’s fears are unfounded.”

      “Yes, my High Priest. What is it that you’re building?”

      They turned left down a hallway, one slanted slightly downward. The First Priest saw no one else as they walked, no Disciples, none of these workers that were supposed to be here either.

      “How does Corinth speak to you?” the High asked.

      The First didn’t like the way he sounded. It was … too happy. The distance he usually felt with the High was missing.

      “He speaks through His writings.”

      “But when you pray to Him. How does He tell you what He wants?”

      The First Priest was quiet for a moment. These were questions children asked, not those in the Priestly class.

      “I suppose it’s a feeling I get,” he finally answered.

      “Yes, that’s what I thought,” the High said as they rounded a corner. “It was Corinth who first told me keeping this girl was the right thing to do, and then it was He who told me what had to be done with her.”

      “Corinth?” the First asked.

      “Yes … Here we are.”

      The two had descended into the belly of the house and now stood in front of two large black doors.

      The High’s eyes lit for a moment and the doors split open in the middle, sliding into the walls and revealing a long, long room.

      With …

      Dear Corinth, the First Priest thought. Dear, dear Corinth.

      Rows and rows of Disciples sat in front of the First Priest, their eyes blazing green. All stared straight forward, and the First understood that not a single one saw him at all.

      “He told me to bring them here,” the High said. “Corinth did, I mean.”

      “Whuh-Why?” the First stammered out.

      “For protection.”

      “What are they doing?” the First asked, trying to regain control of himself. He might not understand everything about Disciples, but he knew what those green eyes meant. They were doing something with nanotechnology.

      “They’re helping with the construction upstairs,” the High answered.

      “All of them?”

      “What else would they be doing?” the High asked.

      The First shook his head. “I don’t know, Most Holy.” His words came out in a whisper; the First didn’t like any of this. Not the massive building nor the belly full of Disciples, all of them doing something for the High Priest that the First didn’t understand.

      How much of this is the Priestess getting? he wondered. Enough to make a decision that she needs to destroy the place?

      The worry flashed through his head, and with tremendous effort, he threw it from himself. His nanotech was relaying much of what he heard and saw to her, passively and automatically … but he didn’t want that thought getting mixed in.

      “Can we see the construction, Most Holy? I would like to be done with this as soon as possible. If Corinth himself gave you this assignment, it’s a waste of time for me to be here monitoring it.”

      “Yes, let’s go upstairs and you can see for yourself.”

      The two turned and started back up the winding ramps.
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* * *

      “Still,” the psychopath whispered. “Be still and don’t move.”

      He and Daniel stood at the end of a hallway. They’d been inside the building for close to an hour, most of the time spent just like now—standing still and waiting. Daniel had said nothing since entering, only listened to the psychopath’s instructions.

      He hadn’t seen or heard anything each time they stopped and waited, but the psychopath said to do it, so they did.

      Daniel saw only hallways, no rooms, and the halls criss-crossed each other in a wild maze that he wasn’t sure he could figure out on his own. The hallways were all on an incline, and the two had been slowly moving up through the ship (Daniel’s mind kept referring to it as that, refusing to fully see it as a house).

      “Quiet,” the psychopath said, though Daniel hadn’t made a sound.

      And then, he finally heard something.

      Footsteps. Distant and coming from the crossing hallway.

      The psychopath dropped his left hand to his side, opened it, and motioned for Daniel to move back. They both began walking backwards down the hall, Daniel doing his best to match the psychopath’s pace.

      “Quicker,” he said harshly, and Daniel knew why—the footsteps ahead were getting louder.

      Daniel picked up the speed, doing his absolute best to keep his feet from echoing.

      And just as he saw a black shoe almost completely covered with black robes breaking the hallway plane, Daniel and the psychopath disappeared from view.

      They dropped back into the far hallway.

      Daniel heard the other two people speaking, though he couldn’t make out what they said. He was completely silent until he heard nothing else, not on their hallway nor any other.

      “What do we do?”

      The psychopath leaned against the wall, his gun at his side. “Follow them. They’re heading toward her.”

      “You’re sure?”

      He reached up and tapped his temple with the barrel of his gun.

      Daniel believed him. “What are they going to do? Can you see that?”

      The psychopath looked at him, his eyes flat and calm. “You can’t see anything anymore, can you? Not an inkling?”

      Daniel shook his head. “It was never strong. I had it, but not like … you or her.”

      “I don’t think anyone has ever had it like her,” the psychopath said. He stared forward as he said it and Daniel saw a combination of longing and intensity cross his face.

      He can’t help it. No more than he can help the sight. It’s inside him, just the same.

      “Hey,” Daniel whispered. “What are they going to do?”

      The psychopath’s face cleared and he looked down at the floor. “Something is happening here. I can’t see it, all I can see is her. Something is happening with her, too.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. She’s always been large in my mind. She takes up a lot of space and makes it harder to see anything else. Now, though … there is nothing else. I can tell that this place is ….” He paused for a few moments, nodding his head as if trying to figure out the right phrase. “It’s like kindling, and only needs a match. I can’t see anything else, though. Not why, or what’s actually happening, because she is blocking it out.”

      “What’s happening with her? Focus, damn it. What’s happening with my daughter?”

      “I don’t know,” the psychopath said, looking at him. “I think her sight is growing more powerful, if that’s possible.”

      Daniel looked to the psychopath’s side, and almost thinking aloud, said, “They’re going to her?”

      “I think so, yes.”

      “Then we are too. Let’s go.”

      The psychopath nodded once and then stepped into the other hallway. For all his faults, Daniel understood that this man would die in here the same as Daniel. Not for the same reason. Daniel would die to keep his daughter alive. The man walking in front of him would die for the chance to see her.
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* * *

      The First Priest was starting to wonder if these hallways actually ended anywhere, or if they simply looped in on themselves again and again. The building had been massive from the outside, but even so, the hallways felt like they should have ended somewhere. They couldn’t go on forever.

      “Are we nearly there, Most Holy?”

      “We’re getting close,” the High said.

      “May I be permitted a question?”

      “Certainly.”

      “How long did it take you to construct this?”

      The High Priest was quiet for a second, throwing the First off. The man hadn’t stopped talking since the First Priest stepped off his ship—more garrulous than the First had ever seen him.

      Finally, he said, “I think a few years.”

      The First nodded, knowing that the High might not know the answer. That was the reason for the pause. He couldn’t remember building it. He only knew it was here.

      How far gone is he? the First asked himself. What is his reality like?

      You’re seeing it. Endless hallways that circle on and on, forever and ever.

      “Take a right.”

      The First did, immediately seeing a small door at the end of the hallway.

      “It’s in there, what we’ve been building.”

      The High hadn’t moved, but remained at the beginning of the hall. The First turned around and looked at him.

      “Are you coming?” He didn’t want to go any further, suddenly felt a need to not move his feet another step.

      “Oh, yes. I am. I just want to see your face when you first glimpse it. We’ve been working very hard, Corinth and I. It would give me great pleasure to witness your reaction.”

      The First nodded slowly, then turned around to look at the black door. Corinth and I. What did that even mean? The First didn’t know, but with each word the High said, he thought his own death that much more certain. The man had lost his mind, perhaps long, long ago, and how was the First going to make it out of this? Whatever he saw beyond that doorway would determine his fate, and the First didn’t want to see it. Not at all.

      Yet, his feet started moving all the same. Every action he’d taken his whole life had put him here, and he couldn’t simply turn around and go back. To where? The High Priest? The Priestess? The First Council? No, none of them would accept him stopping here. There was only forward, and the First Priest finally realized he wasn’t in control of his life.

      Finally, as an old man he understood that perhaps after a certain point, no one controlled their life. Only their past decisions did.

      He walked down the hallway, the tiled floors almost blindingly white. He heard the High Priest moving softly behind him, keeping his distance. The First wanted to say something to the Priestess, to tell her not to fire, and to keep that bitch Trinant One from firing too. He wanted to tell her that no matter what was on the other side of the door, to keep calm, because he would handle it all.

      He couldn’t, though—because 200 Disciples sat down below him and something would trigger them. Then the High Priest would know what was afoot. And …

      It’s not like it would matter. The Priestess isn’t going to listen to you.

      The door opened in front of him, sliding into the wall, and he paused for a moment.

      Corinth, the First Priest prayed, terrified and having no where else to turn. Please, please, save your loyal servant.

      He stepped through the door and looked first to his left. There, he saw only a hallway with a door at the end. He turned to his right.

      Relief flooded him.

      That’s it? he thought as his mind took in what was before him.

      A skeleton of a box stood around a young woman. The First Priest could see from where he stood that it was the same woman from the dossier. Her hands were at her sides and her feet not touching the ground. The box only had edges to it, metal things that emanated blue light. A small, black panel sat on the right side in one of the box’s metal posts.

      It’s okay, he thought. Everything is okay. What can he possibly do with this?

      The First Priest wanted to laugh, wanted to dance around in a circle throwing his hands in the air and shouting to high Corinth that everything was just perfect.

      The Black, the weapon—all of those fears—were so vast that this little box, with a woman barely older than a teenager inside it … what could it do?

      Nothing.

      The High Priest was insane.

      The messages received had been from dull workers, so enthused by working for the High Priest that they would believe anything he told them.

      Nothing. To. Worry. About.

      “It doesn’t look like much, does it?” the High said as he approached from the side. He walked through the doorway. “It’s honestly quite simple, but I would have never thought of it without the Old World. They were genius in their original attempt.”

      The High Priest walked past the First, slowly making his way to the box. The First didn’t move, caught in the High’s words.

      “They arranged their brains, a whole bunch of Catholic adherents, in a way that mimicked Veritros. Their genius ended there, though. They couldn’t make the brains work. The gifts came and went and none of them were anything like the weapon. What I figured out, with Corinth’s help of course, is that with some nanotechnology, we can push her brain.”

      “You put nanotechnology into her?” the First asked, still not moving.

      “No, no, of course not. That would be too dangerous. The box around her, though, is full of it. There are more nanoparticles per square Corinch in that box than has ever been created before.”

      “She can’t control it, though,” the First Priest said, forgetting about any titles or form. The High Priest sounded mad, his contraption looked feeble, but yet the First couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something.

      “No, she can’t, my Priest. Those Disciples downstairs, though? Some of them are focusing on these nanoparticles. Quite a lot actually. And they have control.”

      It made no sense. Nanotechnology was a tool to be used, to make life easier. It wasn’t a spaceship that would bring the girl to outer space.

      “I’m not sending her to outer space,” the High said.

      The First’s thoughts froze.

      “Some of the Disciples are focusing on you, your Holiness. Have been focusing on you since the moment you arrived, and with so many, it’s not taking them long to understand the intricacies of your nanotech. Your thoughts aren’t perfectly clear to me, but my Disciples are giving me the gist.” The High Priest stopped in front of the box, but didn’t turn around. “You’re right, though. There is no spaceship. What I’m going to do is complex, a combination that only Corinth could have revealed to me. The space in between the box is transmitting as much as technologically possible from the girl to the nanoparticles. It’s not quite as complete as what’s happening inside True Faith members, but it’s close. I’m combining that with the Disciples downstairs, and when I turn it on, we’ll know what she’s thinking. Where she goes when she disappears for hours on end. And, if the Black is anywhere near her, contacting her at all, we’ll be right there with her.”

      The First Priest swallowed though he had no saliva. He was hearing madness.

      “Most Holy,” he said. “The message we received said this will amplify her.”

      “Yes. We hope so. We’re hoping she can draw from it as we’re drawing from her, both her and the Disciples using the nanotech in a symbiotic relationship. We’ll know where she goes, and then we’ll be able to thrust her in whatever direction we want.”

      The First felt his heart thumping in his chest, knowing these words were being transferred back to —

      “The Priestess. Yes, my First Priest. I know you’ve brought others. I know their weapons are focusing on us right now. I know they’re listening.” The High Priest turned around. His face was calm again, the look of a man who didn’t live in the same reality as everyone else and so had nothing to fear. “You don’t have to worry about dying, though … I think you’re terrified of it. You’re worried about the True Faith firing on us. They can’t, though, not with so many Disciples downstairs. With a word from me, that much focused concentration can crush every ship you brought. Every single one.”

      The First kept his mind absolutely blank, knowing to think anything would be the same as speaking aloud to this mad tyrant.

      The High turned back around.

      “I’m not angry with you, my First Priest. You did not break any additional Proclamations, and you honestly think you’re serving Corinth’s Will. It’s just … you’re mistaken. Divine revelation only comes to the few, those who have lived their lives for Him. I have, and this is what He’s told me. Those outside won’t leave here alive, but you and I … We’re going to amplify her, and hopefully, we’ll contact the Black.”

      The High stepped inside the box’s skeleton and moved close to the blonde haired woman. Her eyes stared straight forward, not moving at all. The First didn’t know if she heard a single word they said, nor if she was in control of herself at all.

      “We’re ready,” the High called, his voice louder and stretching down hallways.

      Two workers scurried through the First Priest’s view. His death upon him, he couldn’t even speak.
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      A platform ringed the top of Corinth’s Shrine, just as one did on every level all the way down. This wouldn’t suffice for an execution, however, as to toss someone off the platform’s side might mean they would collide with lower level platforms. Sure, they would die, but they could also injure others—not to mention the mess of a body smacking against metal as it neared gravity’s terminal speed.

      Since the execution’s announcement, a makeshift plank had been constructed. It stretched out another quarter Corinthmeter from the platform. It was wide—enough for three men to lay head-to-toe comfortably—and enclosed in glass, so that no accidents would happen on the way to the end.

      This top level platform had been restricted for the past few days, with only the workers present.

      Now, though, it was open to the public—and they had come.

      Raylyn moved through the crowd, perhaps as many as 1,000 people all pushing toward the platform’s edge. They weren’t trying to get right next to the plank, as that wouldn’t be a great view to watch the body fall. However, along the platform’s railing would allow them to see it.

      Raylyn didn’t care about any of that. She was heading directly to the plank.

      A stretcher floated on either side of her, a prisoner on each. The stretchers and the necklaces they wore glowed green, just as Raylyn’s eyes did. Her face was set, and though she couldn’t have known it, some a long time ago might have whispered “Veritros” at the sight of her. For a few moments, Raylyn’s determination could be felt.

      She wore her Prevention Division uniform, and the crowd gave her great breadth as she walked toward the plank. They gazed curiously at the prisoners with her, wondering if they were here to watch the proceedings, or to die as well. Most hoped they would die, as seeing three people drop would certainly be better than one.

      Raylyn made it to the plank. She didn’t look at the guards on either side as she spoke.

      “Raylyn Brinson. Prevention Division Director. First Recipient of Corinth’s Will in 1,000 years. I’m taking these prisoners to watch their comrade die.”

      There wasn’t even discussion between the two guards. Whatever was happening elsewhere in the world had created a vacuum of power in the True Faith. Raylyn knew without doubt this execution hadn’t been important to the First Priest outside of its effect on her. He thought nothing could go wrong, and thus no real precautions were taken.

      There weren’t even any Priests here. This was all being handled by an operations division, the Priesthood not deeming it worth their time.

      The two guards stepped aside and Raylyn continued forward. The stretchers moved a bit closer to her, but there was enough room for all three.

      It took a couple of minutes to walk the plank’s entirety, but Raylyn saw Manor as soon as she stepped on. She focused on him for as long as she could. A necklace lay draped on his neck, and his back was to her, staring out the glass enclosure.

      Finally, as she grew closer, Raylyn looked at the four guards surrounding him. The earlier ones had messaged. She was expected. All four nodded as she arrived, Corinth’s Will gaining her at least as much respect as the uniform she wore.

      The two stretchers next to her righted themselves, the prisoners able to stare out the glass windows as well.

      Raylyn stepped a few feet closer, moving past the guards and to the very edge of the plank. A hole sat in the end, the same width of the plank and a little taller than a man. She went past Manor, certain that he would see. Putting one hand on the glass, she leaned slightly forward and looked down.

      The distance was forever.

      She knew no other way to classify it. One would simply fall forever, without end. Down—far, far down—she thought she might be able to see something, but it could also only be an illusion. The fall would last forever.

      “Careful, Director,” a guard said, sounding uncomfortable. To lose a recipient of Corinth’s Will at a public execution would be inexcusable.

      “We give thanks,” Raylyn whispered and then stepped back from the edge. She didn’t look at Manor.

      “It’s time,” another guard said.

      His eyes lit green and so did Manor’s necklace. Manor stepped forward a few feet. Raylyn knew everything inside the end of this tunnel was being broadcast throughout the True Faith—wherever power existed, people were watching this. They saw her right now … as well as the prisoners next to her.

      “Manor Reinheld,” a guard said, his voice hitting Raylyn’s ears immediately.

      A second later, it boomed across the platform. Raylyn didn’t understand the mechanisms making it happen, but she knew that it was carrying the same throughout the entire Shrine. Throughout the entire True Faith.

      “You have been convicted of crimes against the True Faith loyal, treachery against the First Council, a traitor to mankind, and most importantly, a traitor to Corinth. You have been sentenced to death and we are here to execute that sentence.” The four guards circled him, giving their backs to Raylyn and her prisoners. Raylyn didn’t overt her eyes, knowing the moment was nearly upon her.

      One chance.

      That’s all.

      Nothing else inside of her spoke. For once, there was stillness—if not peace.

      This is right, she thought.

      “May Corinth have mercy on your soul,” the guard said, his voice echoing across the platform. People outside pressed forward, the group as a whole nearly crushing those at the very edge.

      The guards didn’t move, but Manor did, taking a step further.

      And then another.

      Raylyn’s eyes were still alight, so it would have been impossible to see a change in her. If anyone was paying attention, however, they could have seen changes in those next to her. The green inside the prisoners’ necklaces died and both dropped to the ground. No one said a word.

      The three simply stepped in between the four guards. Raylyn took Manor’s hand as she passed him, and then all four fell from the plank.
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      Yule watched the screen in front of him. He was leaning over his desk, his hands clasped together, his teeth grinding down. He didn’t feel the tension in his shoulders or back, didn’t even know he was leaning forward.

      He watched everything through the vision Trinant gave him, hearing the words that passed to her. All Yule understood was that another of their Priesthood was somehow relaying information to Trinant, though they weren’t themselves inside the floating house.

      “He’s trying to hide from me,” the Priestess said.

      “Who?” Trinant demanded.

      “The First Priest. He doesn’t want me understanding what’s happening in front of him.”

      Yule’s hands gripped one another harder.

      “What are you still able to get?” Trinant asked. “Anything?”

      Yule understood he was the only thing keeping her from destroying the entire edifice. He and his desire to save this girl.

      And now her father, he thought.

      “The Disciples—,” the woman’s voice paused. When she spoke again, it was a whisper. “They know we’re here.”

      The sound of someone gasping suddenly burst across Yule’s office, dominating every speaker.

      “Priestess?” Trinant said.

      Only gasping, a person sucking desperately for air but finding nothing.

      “What’s happening? Show me!” Trinant’s voice was no longer calm, but ripping through Yule’s room with the same intensity as the gasping.

      The screen’s view in front of him changed, and what he saw caused his mouth to drop open and his hands to relax their grip.

      A hairless woman wearing long robes hung in the air. Green dots were spread across her entire body, tiny things that Yule had only seen inside the True Faith’s eyes from time to time. Never in their body. Her face was tilted upward, her mouth open the same as Yule’s, and her chest was hitching in short bursts as she struggled for air.

      Yule’s mind slowly zoomed out from the woman, taking in the rest of the scene. The entire room was filled with a green light, and he saw two other people further down a hallway. They were hanging in midair too, arms at their sides, bodies glowing with those green dots.

      “What is this?” he said.

      No answer came from Trinant, nor did anyone hanging inside the ship speak.
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* * *

      The voices grew louder in Daniel’s ears as he moved down the hall. He and the psychopath were almost upon the two they’d followed. They walked slowly, carefully—doing their best to not let their footfalls echo off the floor.

      Daniel strained to understand what was being said; the words were growing clearer now.

      “I’m not angry with you, my First Priest…”

      The titles were strange to Daniel, but none of them mattered in the slightest. His left hand was shaking, though his right still held the pistol. If he took even a second to realize where he was—floating miles high in the sky—he might have lost it completely. All he could focus on was his daughter.

      The psychopath dropped his left arm to his side and opened his palm. Stop.

      He leaned over his shoulder and whispered, “We’re close now. They’re not moving anymore.” He closed his eyes. “Next hallway take a right. There will be a room of sorts at the end of it. She’s in there. So are they.” His eyelids pressed together tighter. “I can see everything right now, so clearly. She’s amazing.”

      Daniel ignored his lust. “Let’s go.”

      The psychopath kept his eyes closed a second longer, then nodded.

      The two finished their journey of thousands of miles, one right behind the other.
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* * *

      Nicki saw everything happening in front of her. Two men wearing robes, and Nicki heard what they said, each word sparking new fear in her stomach.

      No, she thought. No. You survive this. You survive.

      Nanotech and Disciples, she didn’t understand a word of it, but she could see how frightened the man in the back was—he wore black robes, but he was definitely new here. He was thinner than the other one, the fat one that now stood in front of her. The fat one showed no fear, but the one behind him looked as if he might start shaking at any moment.

      The fat man was insane, Nicki knew that. The thin one was terrified because he wasn’t crazy, because he understood what was going on—and that was enough for Nicki.

      “We’re ready,” the fat one said and then two people appeared almost out of nowhere, as if simply waiting on the fat man’s lips to move.

      It’s time, the voice told her.

      The fat man had asked Nicki if she was ready for this, and Nicki had answered yes. It was the only answer she could think to give, without really knowing what was to happen. The voice told her almost nothing, only that she had to fight back with that gray light. It said the Black was waiting for her, and if she didn’t fight back, she’d die.

      Nicki wasn’t ready, though, and she knew it. Not for the Black, nor whatever these sociopaths were doing.

      She watched one of the workers move to the box’s left vertical bar. The other person came to her carrying a wand of some sort. He scanned it up the left side of her body, then did the same on the right. She watched as he walked behind her, knowing that he was scanning there as well.

      It’s time, the voice said again, urgency underlining her words.

      “Clear,” the person behind her said before stepping outside of the box. Nicki could barely see him peripherally. He kept his eyes on the floor and both hands behind his back—the wand presumably in one of them.

      He’s as scared as you are, Nicki thought. Look at him. Everyone in this room besides the fat man is seconds away from a panic attack.

      Nicki had heard the voice, but she didn’t move. Her own fear was growing steadily inside her, but she wasn’t going to reach down for that light. She wasn’t joining the Black; she wasn’t selling her soul, even if it meant her life.

      It. Is. Time, the voice said.

      No, Nicki thought. She felt that gray light hidden below the surface, but not deep below. Something she could reach down and touch, like putting her hand into a well of water. She could lift it up and throw that gray light over both of these men if she wanted, and that’s what the voice was telling her to do.

      Nicki didn’t want to, though.

      She wanted nothing to do with that gray light, nor what it stemmed from.

      She would find another way to survive.

      The other worker was looking at some sort of panel, his fingers typing rapidly across it.

      “Your Holiness,” the thin man said, “Perhaps we could wait? Perhaps we could consult with the First Council about this first?”

      “No, I think not,” the fat man said. “I think it’s best that we handle this internally. Plus, your Council is short one member already. The Disciples have hold of the Priestess, and if she’s not already dead, she will be momentarily. None of her ships will fire on us, so there’s no need to worry any longer.”

      “There are others,” the thin man said, his voice trembling.

      The fat man’s face remained emotionless, but Nicki watched as he slowly turned around.

      “What others?” he asked.

      “The One Path.”

      The fat man was quiet for a moment—

      You have to act, the voice said, on the verge of raging at her as it had in that black space. Whoever was behind the words, they were nearing their breaking point.

      “You brought another Ministry?” the fat man asked.

      The thin one nodded. “The Disciples can’t feel them. You can’t see them because they’re camouflaged, but they’re here, and they’re in contact with the Priestess.” He swallowed. “They may be preparing to fire right now.”

      Again, the fat man was quiet. The thin one’s right hand started shaking and Nicki thought he might actually melt. Just turn into a puddle on the floor beneath.

      “You have betrayed Corinth for the last time,” the fat man finally said. “When we’re finished here, I will deal with you.” He turned around and Nicki saw no concern on his face. It was as if nothing could ever make him concerned.

      If you don’t act now, it’s all over. Everything will end. Do you understand that? the voice demanded, nearly rattling Nicki’s skull with its ferocity.

      “Turn it on,” the fat man said.
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      The air rushed past Raylyn, momentarily blocking her mind’s panic at the insanity of what she’d done. She stared down at the endless fall, her body flat and facing only open space below. Two people were to her right, and one to her left. She held Manor’s hand in her own.

      We’ve been falling too long! her mind shouted. Something had gone wrong, and if they picked up any more speed—

      A blur flew in front of her face and Raylyn crashed hard onto something solid. Blood shot out of her nose and deep pain buckled her entire body. She rolled over slowly, the rush of oxygen ceased, only recycled air conditioning hitting her. Raylyn cupped her nose; bright, pulsing pain radiated from it, spreading across her whole face.

      She heard the groans of others and her mind started returning, consciousness taking control again.

      Raylyn sat up, her hands still covering her nose and blood dripping down them—

      There’s no time, she thought.

      With one hand, she pushed herself up, her body aching, and looked around.

      The transport was heading down at a slight angle. Raylyn had programmed it to respond to her nanotech, hoping that it would actually work. She’d set it to hover around the Shrine’s middle, creeping closer to the top as time grew nearer. It was programmed to break free from the Shrine when it felt her nanotech falling at a certain rate, and if her math had been correct, that would give it enough time to find them before they gained too much velocity—and died on impact.

      The math hadn’t been clean enough to keep them all from getting banged up, though.

      They’d fallen through the transport’s open roof, and as Raylyn looked at the other three, she saw similar injuries. Blood on all of them, Manor still sat on the floor, looking at them with wide eyes. He hadn’t even reached for his nose, simply stared while he sat there bleeding.

      Raylyn looked away, quickly moving toward the front of the transport. It was medium sized, one of only a few left at the Shrine. Without her credentials, she wouldn’t have had access at all.

      Raylyn didn’t bother looking up through the open roof. Whatever happened up there didn’t matter right now. She heard the whoosh of air still coming in as she peered through the front window. They were circling down the Shrine, following a preprogrammed path.

      “It’s not fast enough,” Raylyn whispered, wishing she had programmed the decline steeper. The guards above would already be in motion, though with the Priesthood missing, Raylyn hoped there might be some institutional paralysis.

      She listened as Scoble and Hollowborne approached her, one on either side.

      “How much longer?” Scoble asked.

      “Two minutes.” Raylyn chewed on her lower lip.

      “What’s going on?” Manor asked, sounding dazed.

      No one turned around; they all kept their eyes forward. The transport was heading toward Fain’s level. The plan was simple. Get her. Get out.

      The seconds passed, each one feeling like a year to Raylyn.

      “Hello?” Manor asked. “What the hell just happened?”

      She heard him stand, but still didn’t turn around.

      The transport finally approached the appropriate dock, a lifetime having passed for Raylyn during the descent.

      She turned around and looked at Manor. “Stay here.”

      The side door opened and the three rushed out, Raylyn in the lead. They ran. There was no sense in acting like everything was fine, because nothing was, and only time mattered right now. Quickly down two hallways, hitting the third and final at a full sprint.

      No assistant waited at the end of the hall, only Fain hanging in her transparent cell.

      The three slowed as they reached it, each of them breathing heavily. No one said a word, but the two looked at Raylyn expectantly. They were here because she told them to be—perhaps Scoble to ensure that Raylyn didn’t try leaving Fain—but they didn’t know what to do.

      Raylyn had prepared this as well, and just like the transport, she had to hope it worked. She reached up and wiped blood away from her face with the back of her arm, not glancing at it as she lowered her arm.

      Her eyes lit green.

      The hack was shabby and should have been easily caught. Whatever was happening with the Ministry, it was affecting everyone and everything, because no one saw it.

      The tubing inside lit green, matching Raylyn, and then slowly slid out of the woman, stopping just before removing themselves completely. They twisted around one time, quickly, creating a sealant, and then pulled out fully.

      The door to the side pulsed green a single time before disappearing.

      “Grab her,” Raylyn said.

      Scoble moved quickly. Raylyn’s eyes were still green and just as he reached Fain, the clamps on her arms began to glow.

      She collapsed into his arms, looking like a stuffed doll. Scoble was careful with her, draping her in his arms despite the speed with which they needed to move.

      He loves her, she thought. He truly does. Millions died because of what this man did, yet he is capable of love. At least as much as I am.

      Scoble rested her head in the crook of his arm, then exited the cell.

      “Let’s go,” Raylyn said. “Fast now.”

      They ran back through the hallways, and as they did a loud ringing cascaded down from above. The alarms were finally being activated—it’d taken longer than Raylyn expected and she was grateful for it. She wondered briefly if anyone inside the Shrine would even know what it meant. Certainly no non-guard personnel.

      It took less than two minutes to reach the dock. The transport’s door was open, Manor still standing there with blood on his face, though the flow had slowed. He moved out of the way as Raylyn stepped inside. Scoble was next and he handed Fain off to her.

      Raylyn turned, looking for a place to lay the woman.

      “NO!” Manor shouted.

      Raylyn whipped back to the transport’s door.

      Hollowborne was on her back, lying just outside. Scoble was on top of her, his hands gripping her neck tightly. Cords of muscles ripped up his forearms, and her face was already a bright red. White spit was at the corners of her lips, but her hands lay at her sides.

      Hollowborne wasn’t struggling.

      “You fucking bitch,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Raylyn moved forward—still holding Fain—and shouted, “STOP!”

      “You did this,” Scoble said. “YOU DID ALL OF THIS!”

      Spittle flew from his own mouth and landed on the woman beneath him. Hollowborne didn’t reach for his hands, not even as her face deepened to purple.

      “YOU KILLED HIM!” Scoble shouted. “YOU FUCKING KILLED HIM!”

      Fear rose in Raylyn like a large black bird, its wings flapping around angrily inside her, threatening to disrupt all logic. There was no time for this. No time for a single word of argument, let alone murder. They would all die. She looked at Manor for less than a second, seeing uncomprehending confusion on his face, and then went right back to the two on the ground.

      She only had one choice.

      Raylyn stepped out of the transport with Fain in her arms. “Scoble,” she said backing up. “Look.” She stood next to the dock’s edge, and she turned her body so that Fain hung just off it. “I don’t have time for this. We don’t. Right now, you’re endangering my life, and if you don’t get off her, I’m dropping your friend.”

      Scoble turned his head to look at Raylyn, though his hands were still wrapped around Hollowborne’s throat. She was still, her eyes starting to flutter. Raylyn saw rage in Scoble, a hate that he’d only shown once before, having kept it hidden. He’d been smart about it, and Raylyn had been deceived.

      His eyes glanced to Fain, then back to Raylyn. The rage softened some; Raylyn saw it and the black bird’s wings slowed a bit.

      “Get off of her now,” she said. She didn’t know if she was serious, if she would actually drop this woman to her death. Maybe she would. She hadn’t wanted to kill anyone during this—actively planned everything to avoid it if possible—but the world … it was much tougher than Raylyn had ever imagined. The world cared nothing for a person’s wants, and Raylyn’s willingness to drop this unconscious woman might be the only thing that kept her alive.

      Scoble looked down at Hollowborne, his eyes narrowing.

      Seconds passed, long like decades. Her eyelids were almost closed, her face a deep, deep purple.

      Scoble spit in Hollowborne’s face and then pulled himself off her. He looked to Raylyn for a moment, hate born anew each second. Finally, he walked into the transport.

      Hollowborne’s chest surged upward, her hands finally rushing to her throat. She rolled on her side, and Raylyn moved to the transport. She gave Fain to Manor, then bent down for Hollowborne.

      “We’re out of time,” she said, scooping the gasping woman from the floor. Raylyn helped Hollowborne in, moving her to the back of the transport and sitting her down. She slumped against the seat, her chest heaving up and down.

      Raylyn turned, directing all of her focus back to the ship. Time wasn’t just short, it was gone, and she knew it. The alarm inside was ringing wildly and within seconds transports would spawn out of the Shrine.

      She sat down, her eyes glowing green again and a panel lighting up in front of her.

      “Sit down,” she said to everyone behind her as the top of the transport closed. The pain in her face was beating like a heart and her entire body ached.

      The transport pulled out from the dock and Raylyn upped the acceleration to full speed.

      She glanced in the upper left corner of her screen.

      Four ships were racing down the Shrine, heading directly toward them.
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      The metal box started humming. Nicki, hanging in the middle, could both hear and feel it. The buzzing vibrations moved through her bones—though it didn’t feel like she stood on a shaking floor, or leaned against a shuttering wall.

      The very air seemed to have seeped inside of her, and was now vibrating within her.

      Green dots sparkled to life across the box’s skeleton, increasing in number by the second. Brighter and brighter, until Nicki could hardly stand to look at it. Their glow hurt.

      Now. Now. NOW! You have to go to it now! The voice held back nothing, as loud and forceful as it had ever been. It ripped through Nicki’s mind as if God himself had spoken.

      The humming around her increased in intensity, yet the fat man in front of her stood as if he didn’t notice. His eyes staring at her, frozen, looking like an iced-over pond. The thin man behind was pale and silent. Nicki saw a dark stain spreading across his pants—he was urinating on himself.

      NOW!

      The gray inside Nicki started welling up, called either by the voice or the fear racing through her own body. Making its presence known, warning her to protect herself. Nicki didn’t reach for it. She remained hanging, unmoving, watching the madness spill out around her.

      The buzzing in her bones made its way to her teeth—they started chattering. The room was fading, too. Blackness didn’t swarm the outer edges of her vision, but rather swirled in from the center, a tunnel growing larger.

      The voice spoke, but the fury in it was gone. A cold truth had replaced it.

      If you don’t act now, It’s over. It’s all over. Do you understand that? However they’re doing this, if they force you out there, right in front of It, you’re dead. Your body might still live here, but your mind—your very soul—It will consume everything. I told you that nothing was over, that everything was only beginning. It has left you alone because It doesn’t think you’re important. If they thrust you in front of It, though, It will act.

      Either do something now, or die.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Trinant One stared at the True Faith members aboard their ships; their bodies were glowing green and they floated off the floor like balloons. She swallowed, understanding nothing of what was before her. She was receiving no more communications about what was taking place inside the High Priest’s home, and that meant she had only one option left.

      “I’m attacking,” she said to the Pope.

      He was seeing the same thing as her. He had to know that there was no other choice.

      The Pope was quiet for a few seconds, the video of the dying True Faith members filling the silence. Finally he said, “Okay.”

      “Use all means necessary to destroy that building,” Trinant commanded.

      The massive screen in front of her reverted back to looking at a long view of the High Priest’s house. The True Faith’s ships were visible now, their camouflage vanished, replaced with the same green light that she’d seen lining the inside of their walls.

      Are we too late? she wondered.

      The One Path’s ships were still hidden, the High Priest unable to affect their technology. Trinant could only see them by the yellow dots that lay over the screen—for a moment at least.

      Bright red circles pulsed to life across the screen. Hundreds of them, all circling around the massive building in the center, the camouflage unable to conceal the lasers warming up.
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* * *

      The black swirled in front of Nicki’s vision, growing larger and slowly covering the world like flowing ink.

      Nicki knew where she was going, back to that black space. Somehow, this machine and the ‘Disciples’ were thrusting her to it, with those exploding lights and that huge hazy globe.

      All of this—the men and their nearly incomprehensible conversation, the sight, the goddamned box surrounding her—it had all been about control … using her to … to what? All of these people around her wanted to control, to take her freedom and use it for …

      And Nicki understood it didn’t matter what they used it for.

      The Black. The voice. These people. Those that had chased her since the sight arrived. All of it had been about control. And now she hung inside a machine that had taken everything from her. Two men she didn’t know and a voice she didn’t understand all wanting different things from her.

      Use it, the voice said, still trying to whip Nicki’s thoughts in line. Use the gray.

      The black ink had nearly filled her vision, and she was beginning to see the orange explosions—though they were much closer now. Before they had been far away, as if she’d sat a far distance from them. Now they felt like they were right next to her face, and if the black ink completely filled her vision, she might be inside the explosions.

      “It’s working,” someone said, though Nicki couldn’t see who.

      Everything depends on you, the voice told her, just another in the chorus of people wanting to use her. Right now. You’re out of time.

      Nicki didn’t know what the voice was talking about—how anything could depend on her. All she wanted to do was survive, to somehow make it out of here alive.

      No more thinking, the voice said, sounding as if it was near the point of pleading. Use it. The gray.

      Nicki could barely see any of the room anymore. The steady beat of explosions filled her senses, and just behind them, she saw It.

      The Black.

      That’s what she’d been staring at before, unable or unwilling to actually say it aloud.

      Yes, the voice said. Yes. And now you’re almost at It. They’re going to force you to It. Use the gray, or It all ends.

      And Nicki knew the voice wasn’t lying. Everyone in this room might be using her, the voice included, but it was the only one giving her an option for life.

      The gray.

      Fuck them all, Nicki thought and reached down deep. She dropped both hands into that gray well of static inside her.

      And as she did, she heard her father shout.

      “Nicki!”
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* * *

      For a moment, and no more, the First Priest understood what was happening around him. It was a frightening—no, terrifying—moment.

      He heard the hum of the box. He watched the air inside it start shaking, making the girl look hazy as air molecules vibrated around her. The High Priest stood in front of the box, not moving at all.

      Another, louder noise began outside. The First Priest didn’t turn his head to look at it, because he didn’t need to. It was the One Path’s lasers coming alive, and he knew that in a few seconds, this entire place would be reduced to a flaming wreckage falling from the sky.

      Urine leaked down the side of his leg, and the First Priest felt that too. Hot—almost strikingly so.

      The lasers’ power was growing, and the whole building vibrated with it. The First Priest’s legs shook, the floor beneath letting him know exactly what was about to come.

      With a horrible moment of clarity, the First Priest saw the hazy girl inside the box, and he had a moment to think, This is what we were all so scared of. This right here.

      The First Priest knew with Corinth’s certainty that the world was over, because her eyes were full of static gray, sparking alive the same way the Prophet’s had.

      Someone shouted, but the First Priest couldn’t make out the words. He could only see the blazing gray inside the hanging woman’s eyes.

      And then it shot forward, and the First Priest no longer had to worry about understanding anything.
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      The Prophet had fallen from the sky.

      Those who loved him had watched with horror. Those who feared him had stared on with hope.

      His name had been David Hollowborne and he brought a war to the world, in service of a creature only he understood.

      He fell through blue sky, and then through puffy, white clouds wherein he disappeared from view.

      The Prophet continued falling, his back facing the world beneath and his arms and legs trailing upward into the sky. His long black hair rushed around his face, whipping with the wind.

      Unconscious, the Prophet had no idea death was approaching him—coming to claim him as it eventually did everyone, Prophet or not.

      Ten thousand feet turned into five thousand, and then two thousand, and finally at a thousand feet from death gray light rippled behind his closed eyelids.

      Small and without ferocity, energy trying to spark kindling, but having almost no time.

      It grew though, from the Prophet or the creature he served, the gray light slowly replaced the natural color of his eyes.

      And still he fell, growing closer and closer to the bone crushing ocean beneath.

      At 500 feet, the Prophet’s eyes opened and gray light spilled out. It spread quickly—desperately—around his body. It created a thin membrane and could do no more.

      Time was up.

      The Prophet slammed into the water, huge geysers shooting into the air. He barely slowed, but sank deeper and deeper. The gray light around him pulled tight, creating an almost second skin. The Prophet’s eyes remained open, though no life besides the otherworldly light shone in them. He kept falling further and the black ocean water enveloped him.

      Deep, deep, the Prophet went, until his momentum finally halted and he stopped miles underneath the surface.

      His nearly dead eyes stared endlessly up, seeing nothing. The gray light continued circling around him, flowing from his eyes and wrapping him in that protective cocoon. From miles around, lifeforms swam to it, not understanding the new light in their home, but watching it helplessly.

      The Prophet had fallen from the sky, and then he had sunk into the ocean.

      The world continued on above, with few concerned about the fallen man. Days passed and the Prophet did not move—neither alive nor dead. Somewhere above, a voice whispered that nothing was finished, and that things were just beginning, but the Prophet could not hear it.

      Days turned into a week.

      On land, decisions were made—some horrid, some good—but none touched the Prophet.

      And finally, nearly at the same place where he’d fallen, gray light ripped across the sky. It stretched for miles and miles around, so that nothing else could be seen.

      And in that moment, when those above saw gray death sweeping for them, deep beneath the ocean, the Prophet’s mouth opened and he breathed in. The gray light surrounding him flowed into his mouth, his lungs, and life was granted to David Hollowborne once more.

      The Prophet awoke.

      
        
        To be concluded in The Prophet: Resurrection

      

        

      
        Sign up here to be updated when the next book is released!
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            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.

      
        
        Join Here:
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            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?

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
A SCI-FI THRILLER

THE PROPHET:

DEATH

RS o

DAVID BEERS

AMAZON BEST SELLING AUTHOR






images/00002.jpeg





